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Treatise on Living by the Younger Generations
Alistair Robinson
But here’s life’s most limiting truth – it’s always now, always here, never then and there
… It’s already clear to me how much of life is forgotten even as it happens. Most of
it. The unregarded present spooling away from us, the soft tumble of unremarkable
thoughts, the long-neglected miracle of existence… she won’t remember the way she set
down the spoon and the sound it made on slate, the frock she wore today, the touch of
her sandal’s thong between her toes, the summer’s warmth, the white noise of the city
beyond the house walls, a short burst of birdsong by a closed window. All gone, already.
(McEwan 2016: 163)
What shall I say concerning its mastery of and its waste of mechanical power,
its commonwealth so poor, its enemies of the commonwealth so rich, its
stupendous organization — for the misery of life! Its contempt of simple
pleasures which everyone could enjoy but for its folly? (Morris 1896:9)
Radical empiricism
It could be argued that European radicalism has its two grand traditions: the
revolutionary and the romantic. The former is rhetorical in its declamations, beloved
of binaries, and turns on its oppositionality. Its most celebrated present-day exponents
include figures like Alain Badiou, whose declamations are unconditional, unqualified.
‘Poetics’ is still dominated by ‘politics’, to use the Aristotelian distinction that runs
through Western art: in the last instance, political rather than artistic and ethical
claims win out in art, at least usually. The other tradition, that of romantic radicalism,
is more hostile to sweeping sociological categorisations, and is perhaps more complex.
It is also associated with the claim that poetics are politics; or that within every true
poetics lie an ethics, and this ethics must be bigger than any orthodox political
commitment. That is to say, this belief rests on the idea that forms of life are in
themselves political. This tradition might be thought to run from Rousseau to Ruskin
and William Morris in the nineteenth-century, through to Jacques Rancière in the
twenty-first. Those invested in this latter tradition invest in what Rancière calls the
“sensible” world rather more than the abstract categories of sociological investigation
(Rancière 2004).
The tradition of describing the social world through broad-brush categories has
attracted criticism from figures on the left rather than the right in the twenty-first
century, from amongst others Rancière and Manuel deLanda (and earlier, Gilles
Deleuze). John Peter Askew’s work echoes their renewal of a radical empiricism: the
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demand to pay special attention to the concrete and the particular, and avoid mere
abstractions. Askew’s photographs demand that we see the elements of the world as
singularities: as special phenomenon worthy of our undivided attention, rather than
as mere exemplars of prior categories. This idea also requires attention paid to the
sheer complexity and diversity of relations that exist between individuals, and to their
historical character. In this philosophy, people are not reducible to the aggregates they
have been bundled into by language. They are not merely or only the members of an
ethnicity, a gender, a class, even though these characteristics are indeed fundamental
to understanding who they are. This is to say, in Askew’s work as in Rancière’s, ‘politics’
is precisely a matter of understanding relations and the way the world is structured
and organised. But this can only be undertaken through a close, patient investigation
of the world-as-it-is, rather than relying on abstract categories that reduce people to
symptoms of social forces, or ideas they can never inhabit. Askew, just like novelist
Ian McEwan, knows that only art is able to capture the fleeting, variegated texture of
lived experience and of historical time by itself capturing our imagination. Theoretical
coinages can never capture McEwan’s “unregarded present”: that which either escapes
the focus of our attention entirely, or which is never committed to memory, having
never been dignified by becoming the subject of art.
We might say the only means for any artist to use photography today is to engage
thoroughly with a world in all its particularities, as well as the peculiarities of its
dynamics, as if at a granular level. The more localised that world is, and the closergrained, the deeper and more intensive the artist’s engagement with it is, the stronger
likelihood of their work being able to inscribe new truths about the world. Historical
experience can only be ‘caught unawares’, as it were, and only by those who have the
greatest regard for the details that reveal how we live now. Askew has a respect for the
poetry of everyday life, and a respect for both the world of material objects as well as the
most subtle nuances of our behaviour. As Rancière puts it, those who aspire to reorder
our perceptual-political regime must first be attentive to the world as it stands.
‘Realpoetik’: towards a revolution of everyday life
We might say the more reflective tradition of radicalism like Rancière demand what
might be called a slow revolution: a revolution in our forms of consciousness, and not
just in the realms of economics or party politics. The ultimate origin of this tradition
might, as above, be thought to be Jean-Jacques Rousseau rather than Marx. Rousseau’s
identification of virtue with nature, his celebration of youth, and of camaraderie and
friendship, and his aspiration towards a cultivated simplicity of living all echo themes
that run right through Askew’s work. These themes, it might be said, constituted some
of the mainstays of what became known as Romanticism and early modernism. In
England these traditions are perhaps most famously associated with William Morris’s
alignment of politics and poetics, and indeed combination of political activism with
the production of poetry. For such figures, the reform of the world is undertaken by
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attending to it one object at a time, to allow the expansion of our consciousness. ‘Art’
is, in Askew’s view as in Morris’s, the means we have to become full imaginative beings
in a world where the quality of our attention – that is, all of the resources of mind and
imagination we possess – is so often determined by Gradgrindian calculation.
For Askew, it is, as it was for the Romantic literary critic William Hazlitt, the means we
have to expand our circle of sympathy past those of our immediate acquaintance. As
academic Paul Hamilton has argued “For William Hazlitt paintings become politically
charged when their self-contained worlds make us aware of our creative potential
for renewing our own” (Hamilton 2015 n.p.). This is true of Askew’s work: his images
are best seen as gifts for the imagination by which we might renew our own world.
Hamilton has also coined the term “realpoetik” to describe how “revolution [was
pursued] by other means in European romantic ... thought” (Hamilton 2012: 370). This
ingenious coinage is exceptionally apt to describe Askew’s project. The terms in which
European Romanticism has been described in recent research help us to clarify his
commitments and ideas. As Hamilton has argued,
In what is here dubbed Realpoetik the battle for what is to be political reality
is fought on a rhetorical field whose free speech is exemplary of what politics
should be... a pattern of pursuing revolution by other means is visible in the
political revisionism and literary experimentation of ... Romantic radicals (ibid).
In the Romantic tradition which Askew draws upon, the liberation of viewers
and readers through art is equated with political liberation. Moreover, Hamilton
observes that central to this project was “a counter-image of Europe imagined by
Romantic period writers... as the experience of political opportunity” (ibid). The most
fundamental facts about We might be thought that it is a ‘counter-image of Europe’;
that it offers a space of ‘political opportunity’, realised through ‘realpoetik’; and that it
pursues a kind of ‘revolution by other means’ whose form embodies the political reality
aspired towards. Askew presents us with ‘another continent’: this too is Europe, but not
as we know it.
The post-communist condition: Europe seen from its borders
The world which We covers could scarcely be more localized. The very simplest
description of it might be that it is an expanded portrait of a single extended family, the
Chulakovs, in the city of Perm in Russia, made over two full decades from 1996 to 2017.
We originated in a chance encounter. As Askew has recounted, he was invited to be a
guest in the house of a family of strangers. This much is unusual enough; that Askew
could forge a bond of friendship across generations and across sexes, is rare. That he
was been able to sustain a relationship with the family for two decades whilst (then)
speaking little Russian is improbable.
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To adapt a term that has gained currency since the series began, we Westerners are
‘othered’ by viewing We: that is, ‘made other to ourselves’. Askew’s work achieves this
by revealing ‘another Europe’. Perm is geographically and socially far removed from
Moscow, some 1500 kilometres to the east. More important is that it is the singlemost
easterly city in the whole of Europe. The next city to the east is Yekaterinburg, in
Asia. Perm lies on the cusp of one world and other. For Askew, it is a pivot, a point
of orientation around which we can orient ourselves to compare and contrast two
different worlds. As the journalist Ekaterina Balakina puts it, “while the whole world
thinks that Europe ends at Perm, its citizens are convinced that it begins there”
(Balakina 2011 n.p). The series provides a means of eliciting empathy for people some
3000 miles away, at the opposite end of the continent. We portrays other ways of life
that are at one remove from our own, and which are themselves subject to enormous,
indeed world-historical changes. The resulting body of work enables Western
Europeans to begin to register how we too are connected to the historical changes that
Perm has experienced. Moreover, it invites post-Brexit English audiences in particular
to recognise themselves as being located at the far western fringes of Europe, in the way
Perm is at the far eastern boundaries.
Askew’s extended engagement with the Chulakov family, and the city of Perm across a
timescale of two whole decades, has enabled him to investigate how a single family (at
a distinct remove from the metropolis) has been subject to historical forces affecting
us all. Since Askew began work on We in 1996, the end of Communism brought about
the advent of globalization. Since that juncture, many of the historical processes that
Askew was conscious of but had not named had only recently begun. At that point the
term ‘globalization’ barely had any common currency. The long-term consequences
of the revolutions of 1989-1991 were only hazily beginning to become apparent. At
that juncture, political discourse about the future had become dominated by utopian
neoconservatives like Francis Fukayama. Arguably, Fukayama only really made public,
and made explicit the triumphalism of the political right on both sides of the Atlantic
in proclaiming “the end of history” (Fukayama 1992). Askew grasped full well at first
hand, when living in the former Soviet Union for month-long stretches, that history had
hardly come to a sudden halt. For the majority of working Russians, standards of living
jolted vertiginously downwards before recovering over the space of a few years.
Susan Buck-Morss has described the years since 1989 can be best defined by the
concept of a “post-Soviet condition”, echoed by Piotr Piotrowski as a “post-Communist
condition”: a ‘condition’ that we all inhabit, whether in east or west (Buck-Morss 2006:
498; Piotrowski 2012: 42). As Piotrowski argues:
Buck-Morss noted, for instance, that the post-communist condition is not
only affecting Eastern Europe. In other words, it does not have a spatial but
a temporal character and therefore describes a historic moment in which we
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are still situated. In other words, the post-communist condition described the
historic and universal condition of [the] present (ibid)
As Piotrowski has also argued, this has a significance for the wider world: “the [very]
question of the global is one of the impacts of the post-1989 world… [this] process
accelerated in 1989, not only because of the end of communism in Europe”, but certainly
in large part (Piotrowski 2012a: 203). As he also notes, the end of Soviet Communism
facilitated the rise of what Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri term “Empire”: the
expanded arena of places subject to ‘financialisation’, that is, where people are subject
to the whims of the financial markets, and their effects on what we can do or even be.
As Piotrowski phrases it, “what is local in the frame of the Empire is global at the same
time” (ibid).
We began as a means of thinking through how world-historical changes are felt and
imagined, and lived out within what Askew calls “the everyday” (Askew 2016). The
“everyday”, though, might be described as the space of a search for meaning, more than
a set of subjects. For Askew, it is where any artistic practice that makes claims to political
significance must be grounded. In his work, “everyday” moments are precisely those
that are accorded special significance, as he coaxes unexpected or latent meanings
out of them. For Askew, for his works to have value as artworks, rather than merely as
documents, their subjects must remain undramatic and drawn from quotidian life.
Therefore the actions we see must reflect its rhythms, necessities, and repetitions. Only
undramatic incidents can be pregnant with meaning and still leave these meanings
unspoken or latent, rather than directing a clear narrative. Only undramatic incidents
can provide the spur for a distinctive lyric poetry, which does not so much strike us or
seduce us, as envelop us.
Observations of the most fundamental and intimate aspects of our daily lives, and
our relationships with our innermost circle of family, are precisely the means to think
about larger, historical processes. As Askew puts it, “exactly what are the costs, and the
benefits of a [political] revolution on everyday life?” (Askew 2016 n.p.) This fascination
has continued. But over the course of the two decades, Askew’s priorities, might well be
thought to have turned inside out. After twenty years of photographing Perm and the
Chulakovs, and having accumulated an archive of over 10,000 prints, Askew sees We as
allowing us to imagine another revolution, rather more than observe the effects of one.
In 1996, Askew looked for evidence of the effects of a revolution on everyday life, at the
very eastern edges of Europe. It is now clear that Askew’s project is a call for a revolution
of everyday life, which takes the eastern edge of Europe as an exemplar for how it is
possible to live a simpler, less materialistic form of life. By examining one end of Europe
as though from the perspective of its economic and geographical ‘opposite’, Askew asks
how Europe, as an idea and a common culture, occupies our collective imaginary.
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Of course, the ambitions of We are not immediately legible in any single image. The
macrocosmic scope of Askew’s project is revealed through its extended timeframe,
rather than through any obvious symbols. Rather, each characteristic gesture, glance,
and gaze, and every nuance of interaction between the family members has been
scrupulously observed and ‘brought to life’ through Askew’s camera. As for Hazlitt, it is
only by granting others full recognition, and by grasping our own estrangement from
the world that we can begin to transform our selves, and become our best selves. In this
tradition, the first and most fundamental demand upon an artist is to re-enchant the
world. As in Hazlitt’s scheme and in Morris’s, Askew’s art requires political conviction
and poetic imagination where one is the other and vice versa. We are required to
suspend disbelief in the world that we are invited to share in, or more accurately are
invited to take a share in by becoming part of, imaginatively.
The art historian Michael Baxandall once described how viewers of Renaissance
painting had a “period eye”: that is, they learned to look in particular ways that drew
in the skills from their ‘everyday’ lives (Baxandall 1972: 5). Baxandall believed that
visual skills attuned to the close measurement of quantities were central to looking at
paintings: the skills needed in mercantile activity, in both labour and consumption,
permeated how images were seen. Viewers of art were adaptive creatures just like
anyone else: they adapted to the reward structure of the wider society. Baxandall’s
thesis begs the question relevant to Askew’s work: what skills have we internalised as
normal, in the post-1989, post-communist, neoliberal age?
A common purpose: another commonwealth
Picturing other subjects in a way that positions Europe as an imagined community
or ‘commonwealth’, and in which art is a continued form of ‘commonality’, are both
central to Askew’s creative process. Any ‘commonwealth’ or imagined community is
created through an adherence to rituals and routines; in We we become party to the
rituals with which one family’s lives are structured. We also share in the repetition of
these rituals, crucially, across the series. Repetition is central to the way in which We is
made, seen and shown, precisely because that is how rituals produce a ‘we’ or an ‘us’.
What might be called the slow adrenalin rush of encountering We in its entirety relies,
similarly, on both the repetition and the intensity of our viewing, as much as our
understanding of how repetition functions in the subjects’ lives. These are photographs
to be returned to, again and again, rather than merely consumed and disposed of.
What is unusual about Askew’s work is that the deliberate repetition of certain types
of subject or genre achieves unexpected effects. Repetition is a structural part of the
series, as the artist examines ‘the everyday’ and ‘the domestic’ and its routines. But
rather than equating his own intentional repetitions with the repetitive tasks of menial
labour, he invests the scenes with a heightened state of affect. Each return that we make
to a treasured motif or place multiplies the number of resonances. Repetition is, quite
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counterintuitively, recoded to be associated with delight. The ‘everyday’ is precisely that
which we have in common, and which therefore is of the very highest importance.
Repetition of certain motifs also works to sharpen our perception of what is valued and
valuable. In this, Askew’s work stands against the ‘empathy deficit’ that some take to
define the twenty-first century West (Obama 2006 n.p.). Askew’s position is also akin to
that of Gerard Raunig and Christoph Brunner, who argue that:
‘the common’ means the practices of interaction, of care, of living together in a
common world. These are practices that do not allow for understanding human
beings as separate from nature…the common [i]s the self-organisation of social
relationships. Th[e] instituting of the common implies that it can be understood
not as a being-common, but rather only as a becoming-common. (Brunner and
Raunig 2015 n.p.)
‘The common’, in Askew’s work, is that which is realised through a “political interest
in a fairer – indeed a kinder world” (Askew 2016 n.p.). The artist’s distinction between
the two is telling. A ‘fairer’ world is one where economic inequalities would be less
punitive. A ‘kinder’ world is one in which we ourselves, that is our private, ‘best’ selves,
are allowed to ‘prosper’ and our relationships can flourish. ‘Political’ change is not
only about restructuring our financial systems differently. It is about allowing each of
us to be a full part of the ‘polity’ by developing into the most full, generous being we
can be. We might call Askew’s project a ‘recommoning’ of the realm of art through the
celebration of the everyday and the commonplace. Here, art returns to its true role as a
space of the intellectual and affective ‘commons’ in which ideas and experiences can be
shared.
With regard to this, it is not insignificant that Askew initially studied economics before
fine art. Born in 1960, he is roughly the same age many of the other Goldsmiths’ College
alumni whose work courted controversy in the 1990s. Askew’s work could scarcely
have less in common with theirs: his practice can be seen as originating in a pointed
rejection of both the models of art and the neoliberal economics ascendant in that
decade (the one having facilitated the other). His pictorial world provides no sense of
human beings as homo economicus, as competitive agent ‘optimising’ their positions
over those of others. In Askew’s world, social interactions are not a zero-sum game
where if you win, then I lose. We is about the forms of life to which we might aspire –
the age old question of what constitutes ‘the good life’. Accordingly, the work is itself
made to be ‘dwelt in’, imaginatively speaking. Unlike many of his predecessors at
Goldsmiths, Askew’s approach has always been based in deeply personal, rather than
controversial or provocative subject matter. Askew’s materials are “the everyday” and
“the ordinary”, in his own words (Askew 2016 n.p.). As the critic and curator Simon
Morrissey has noted about Askew’s work, the artist’s own set of “deeply emotional
association[s] bec[o]me the beginning of [a] process of dislocation” (Morrissey 2001
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n.p.). In place of brash immediacy, his work offers a slow-burning intensity, where
rewards increase proportionately to the investment of the viewer over time. As a series
or as individual images, We can scarcely be engaged with at a glance: it requires a
particular type of looking. Accordingly, much of Askew’s work, for all its apparent
elegant simplicity, could scarcely be less immediate or direct in its mode of address.
Rather, his practice is predicated on our close, sustained and repeated engagement.
Indeed, Askew’s works test the limits of our perceptual regime in the ways that Jacques
Rancière has described. In his earlier work he achieved this by emphasising what is
unknown or unknowable in an image. The work Presence reveals or rather conceals a
spectral figure sat in near-complete darkness. As Simon Morrissey has written, one of
Askew’s recurring preoccupations is “the beauty promised by concealment” (Morrissey
2001 n.p.). This is a work printed a full eighteen years after the exposure was taken, in
1996. An ultra-long exposure requires us equally to bear an extended gaze to register
an image; and the knowledge that a new work is of, and about, a now-historical subject
complicates our gaze. Though this work is of interest precisely because We, like all of
Askew’s work, is about the ‘now-historical’, that is, how the ‘now’ is historical. Unlike
We, the work Presence was shot on medium-format film but it shares similarities
with Askew’s other work. Resembling Robert Mapplethorpe’s late, great self-portrait,
It is filled with a quiet intensity that could be paraphrased as a sense of foreboding
or a shattering stillness. As the title implies, such works refuse the usual chains
of associations that photographs inspire or allow. Askew invites us to view them
phenomenologically, in terms of their sense of presence, rather than hermenutically as
objects for speculative ‘interpretation’.
Looking at Presence, we are required not merely to adjust our eyes to the negligible
visible light but to imaginatively step inside it, to ‘break the fourth wall’ by immersing
ourselves within it completely. In such works, it is more transparently obvious how
Askew’s ambitions for photography are like those that previous generations set aside
for modernist painting. Presence is distinctly similar to Rothko’s late black-on-black
works, quite obviously, in its severe tonal restriction, symmetrical composition, and
pared-down simplicity. It was once said of these works that viewers had to look at them
for twenty minutes or not at all: that without our eyes adjusting to the light levels of
the work, and to the temporality of the work, it could not function at all. Put another
way, we suspend disbelief fully, and are engulfed into the image, or move on. Rothko
imagined that his works would encompass us within them, and overpower us, as if
they were images of the deity as seen in Judaism. His objective was not merely to create
objects on a particular scale, but rather that his objects could not be readily assimilated
into our consciousness. Without any obvious ‘point of closure’, narrative or otherwise,
we are required to adjust ourselves to them. Askew follows this line of reasoning. His
most potent works resemble objectified versions of George Bernard Shaw’s maxim
about the importance of the ‘unreasonable man’. Namely, the reasonable man is
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one who adapts himself to the conditions that surround him; the unreasonable man
demands that his surrounding conditions adapt themselves to him. These, in other
words, are unreasonable objects, or better put, insubordinate objects that require us to
remodel ourselves, in the light of the vision of the world they present.
In visible light
Several of Askew’s motifs in We include ones like that in Presence, i.e. ones at the
very limits of visibility or of materiality. Alongside, there can be identified a discrete
body of images that depict actions, where those actions are spontaneous, transient,
and playful. A third set of motifs are still lives of a quite distinct character, where
we encounter objects of low cost, but which bear the marks of use, and care. In
photography, it is paradoxically only the ordinary that can genuinely strike us as
extraordinary. There are, after all, no extraordinary subjects left for a camera: at this
point in photographic history the whole world has already been seen through the lens,
and no-one could imagine otherwise.
The Chulakovs’ family life offers us contrasting sensations of intimacy and immensity,
and of intensity and immeasurability. In one image, looking across a group of children
playing in deep snow, we glimpse a wall of trees immediately behind them. This could
either be a local park, or, as Perm is deep in the Russian interior, the beginning of
thousands of miles of trees extending indefinitely. There is no way to know how far
they stretch into the distance. One obvious implication is that we might be looking at
an immeasurably vast forest, straight from a fairy tale, Grimm or otherwise. The snow
is so pure that the reflections created by it blank out any shadows: the white blanket
fills exactly half the picture and the canopy of trees dominates the upper half. There
is no sky here, suggesting there is no way out. The sense of scale is sublime. Against
the snow, the colours of children’s snowsuits are brilliant and jewel-like, exactly as
in the pre-digital family photographs Askew so cherishes. Elsewhere, his image of a
baby wrapped securely in a chequered blanket, lying over a bedspread with white and
brown lilies, offers us an image of astonishing tenderness and intimacy. Astonishing,
perhaps, because it does not feel burdened by any sentimentality. Again, Askew’s eye
for the power of visual rhyme and concordance is acute: the baby’s auburn hair is
echoed in the colour of the fabric’s pattern. As in a Renoir painting, the composition
is centralised, suggesting safety, permanence, and security. Everything is as it should
be. The contrasts of the affective registers between these two images of childhood
could scarcely be greater. One conjures an infinite, fairy-tale landscape of limitless
possibilities; the other, an enclosed, domestic space within which we can imagine
ourselves having been gently cocooned.
Such works demonstrate that a single family, in its rituals and revelations, can offer
all of the subjects that an artist needs. As Ian Jeffrey has written, Askew’s overriding
obsessions are with memory and history, and photography’s relation to it. Jeffrey
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has noted before that Askew is a “Proustian artist” and that the only photographers
in Europe whose work resembles his are Annelies Štrba and Jitka Hanzlová. This is
a telling remark. Both are female, and their works stand at some distance from the
tradition in which male photographers have mastered the world by controlling it
through a lens. Both make work about the longue durée, though in comparison to
Askew, they have a different relationship to the idea of documentary photography.
However, as Isabel Tejeda Martin has written about Hanzlová, “all [of] her series are
portraits” (Tejeda Martin 2015 n.p.).
This sentiment feels especially true of Askew’s work: his still lives, in particular, are
characterized with such tenderness and particularity, as well as being repeated across
the series, that they feel to possess a distinct subjectivity. In We, we see numerous
images of meals shared and savoured: or rather, we encounter the remnants left over
from them, left as tokens of thanks, rather than the interactions themselves. The
leftovers, and the images of them, have a metonymic relationship to the meal, as
evidence of a communal experience. Meal-times have a special focus in the series,
and not only because they are the points in the day at which the entire family becomes
one unit, and we feel a sense of together-ness even as onlookers. These are moments
of quiet grace that exert a powerful stillness, and an implacable intensity. Askew’s
image of meals shared, in particular, act to condense time rather more than narrate
it. They symbolise the artist’s faith in the power of companionship and being-in-kind.
They make palpable that the family is a model community (or ‘commonwealth’, as it
were) and they hint at how its bonds of affection are built and sustained. The meals are
sacraments that the community performs in order to constitute itself as a community.
Across the series, particular motifs are also repeated, from marginally different
viewpoints. A gently lit portrait of a single apple seems to appear more than once, only
from a different angle. It punctuates the series, and intensifies our perception of it. The
localized, micro-community which the sacrament of sharing foods creates is, of course,
meant to be imagined in the context of the wider, global picture which is evoked in the
timescale of the series.
As a radical empiricist, each thing in Askew’s world, down to every apple, strikes us
as only ever itself, though we might better say that it shares its ‘best self’ with us, just
as Askew wishes to draw out our best selves. Picturing a better world requires the first
step of picturing each object in it as worthy of respect and attention. As Ian Jeffrey has
observed elsewhere, with reference to Askew’s pastoral imagery in the earlier series
Twenty Five Years, Askew allows his camera to “speak” his subjects. This is what Roland
Barthes described as the purpose of myth, in Mythologies, though we might here say it
is a correlative to the ‘speculative realism’ that has ignited recent philosophy. Barthes
believed that “In myth… I speak the tree, I do not speak about the tree” (Rifky 2012:
15 on Barthes 1973: 145, my emphasis). The distinction is crucial for understanding
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Askew’s work: each object is paid what he calls the “respect” it needs to ‘speak’, and
speak as if ‘on its own terms’.
Sculpting in time – decision on whether to include pictorial analysis
We can be usefully compared to bodies of work that it superficially resembles in
order to distinguish Askew’s ambitions. Askew has remarked that the magic of family
photographs, for him, lies in the “jewel-like colours” that they seem to radiate out to
us (Askew 2016 n.p.). In this a number of works in the series recall Andrei Tarkovsky’s
Polaroids of domestic interiors collected under the title Instant Light (Chiaramonte
2006), or at least follow similar principles of construction and exposition. Both
artists delight in the play of light on heavily textured surfaces, where their mastery
of the medium allows the scenarios they present to take on an intoxicating tactility
or palpability. Inanimate objects are characterised through their patina of use,
bearing the marks of their life-span. The world looks sculptural, and each object like
a sculpture: of course Tarvoksky described cinema as a process of “sculpting in time”
(Tarkovsky 1987). Each motif is invested with its due weight and density, belying the fact
that we are only looking at mere images.
Tarkovsky’s images are often illuminated with a milky, pellucid light, which envelops
his human subjects. In several works, illuminated areas are framed by a door or
window and set in the middle ground. The centre of attention is at a remove from us,
as it is in Vermeer’s self-contained worlds. Each is a box-world; a miniature tableau. In
Askew’s works, by contrast, we are often subsumed within light even when the lightsource is distant. The ‘light-space’ of the image is our space, not a separate one. People
are often unusually close to the picture plane, sharing an either charming or alarming
intimacy with us. We are witnesses or participants, rather than distant observers. Our
relationship to the figures in our field of vision is structured differently to that implied
by Tarkovsky’s works.
Even in those images that resemble Tarkovsky’s, light is a means of communion in
Askew’s world, rather than mere illumination or effect. In one image we see a single
tendril hanging down from a tree in front of us, past a first-floor window. The tendril
is garlanded with leaves that have become transparent in the high-summer sunlight,
as the net curtain behind it has. The curtain floats gently in an afternoon breeze. The
image is alluringly, wistfully evocative. In the way that we can when looking at our own
family photographs, we can all but feel the heat on our skin, and the wind against our
face. The work exacts a synaptic kick from us as though it was our own memories that
had been made manifest. Askew plays with how our own, personal visual memory is
entangled with the image-world of photographs outside, knowing full well that we see
the world through those things that artists have invited us to look at.
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The view framed by a window is a half-millennium old genre in the European painting,
and runs from Renaissance alterpieces and portraits through to Bonnard and Matisse
in the twentieth-century. And yet Askew finds new ways of vivifying this tradition of
intimiste painting. Here, the leaves are entangled both behind and in front of the old
wooden window frame. There is game of spatial push-and-pull set in train: the leaves
transgress the boundary between inside and out. It is as though they wanted to enter
our space. Moreover, the leaves find their echo in the pattern of the net curtain. The
image also speaks about the relationship of ‘nature’ to our man-made ‘second nature’.
Our crude attempts to represent the infinite diversity of organic forms using only
repetitive mechanical means are drawn to our attention, very obliquely. As is typical for
Askew’s work, though, it would be impossible to summarise in a single sentence what
the image is ‘about. As in Vermeer’s work, the poetics of the light-space itself, and the
creation of a palpable sense of place start to provide an answer. The treatment of light
and time itself, and how they suggest we might yet live, unite We with his other bodies
of work.
Absorptive
In another work, Askew complicates the distinction codified by art historian Michael
Fried between “absorptive” and “theatrical” pictures (Fried 1981). ‘Absorptive’ images
invite, rather than return our gaze. ‘Theatrical’ ones ‘break the fourth wall’ to address
us directly. As the historian John Barrell has argued, the aim of ‘absorptive’ pictures
is to create a highly particular kind of fiction: one which exacts a heightened state of
suspended disbelief from us. As he argues:
In proportion as the picture thus excludes the fictive spectator [by seeming to not
address them directly] it gives the actual spectator a greater access to the world
of the painting, which becomes the more real precisely because it has apparently
not been painted to be observed, but simply is, independent of the observer
(Barrell 1981 n.p.).
As Barrell says, the world in We demands we acknowledge that it simply is,
precisely because the images are both poetic or painterly tableaux and naturalistic
‘documentary’ images. Askew’s style comes from a dynamic between these two ideas:
it partakes fully of both of them. In our gaze is returned, but by a non-human actor, at a
close proximity to the picture plane. Characteristically, Askew’s concerns are complex
and his means appear disarmingly simple. The domains of ‘wild’ nature and ‘civilised’
humanity are complicated. Ordinarily, ‘nature’ is coded as feminine, and ‘culture’ as
masculine. But here, the figure exerting their ‘mastery’ of nature is a young woman,
rather than an adult male. And the icon of undomesticated and untempered passions,
a ‘wild’ horse, appears more as an inquisitive interlocutor than as an untamed force-ofnature.
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The massing of light and dark making up the image is also unexpected. The woman’s
face is seen in profile, with only her profile illuminated, such that she appears to have
been cast in relief for a coin. The effect is that it is as though her features had been
forged in light, and are characterised with a dignity unexpected for a young woman.
The one other area illuminated in the foreground area is the woman’s scarf. As in a
Renaissance painting it is in Papal purple, and it is rendered sculptural by the raking
light, making it look like the drapery in a Jan van Eyck. Again, Askew offers us “the
beauty promised by concealment” (Morrissey 2001 n.p.) This is a portrait made through
other means, where the sitter’s identity is concealed rather than given exposition.
Equally characteristic is Askew’s Cartier-Bresson-like attention to visual rhyme and
echo internal to the picture: the pure purple of the scarf finds a matching accent in a
horizontal stripe of foliage.
No wealth but life
Almost all photographers work in series, in some shape or form, but Askew’s method of
working, accumulating a body of work over years and decades, and printing works years
after exposures were taken, remains unorthodox and unusual. Presence found its final
form after a span of remaining in the studio for eighteen years; We has had a gestation
period of twenty five. As Morrissey has also noted about his work:
… all of Askew’s work gestates over a protracted period of years. In this sense, the
concept of ‘time-lapse’ is fundamentally enshrined at the very heart of the artist’s
working method. Askew often realises his series through the editing, re-photographing
or recontextualising of images he has taken up to 20 years earlier. Even when not
working at such a remove from the images’ moment of origin, Askew consciously delays
closure (Morrissey 2001 n.p.).
As Morrissey noted, how Askew’s practice is rooted in rethinking our relationship to
temporality. We can only rethink the “everyday” by picturing it as precisely that: as
based in repeated, accumulated experiences. Such a way of working allows Askew to
draw our attention, quite tangentially or obliquely, to the epic forces shaping our lives
that can only be revealed in the smallest or most everyday details, that we ourselves
scarcely notice. Deliberation in the editing process therefore has by definition to
take the time it requires. This wilful withholding of work, in part to allow it to accrue
meaning over time, and in part to have the space in which to see and sequence it
satisfactorily, differentiate his practice from that of almost every other artist in
contemporary art. It is true that certain predecessors in British art such as Craigie
Horsfield process their film but refrain from printing work at the time, but they are few
and far between.
The artist’s own extended period of contemplation requires our patience in return, or
even intentionally tests it. Ironically, it is only cameras, in their split-second actions,
that can provide us with a sense of the longue durée. Askew begins to help us conceive
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of historical duration, and our place in European history. Again, it is only in the most
concrete, particular, and localized details that such ideas can begin to be formed. Only
the camera can collect and collate evidence of how lives are lived out, and hence allow
us to dwell upon how the everyday is that which evidences historical pressures.
Askew reveals how lives other than our own are lived out precisely through implied
contrasts. One point not immediately obvious on first viewing is that it would be
difficult to order the series chronologically through the material possessions we
see. In most contemporary photography, we can intuitively date an image from its
fashions and technologies: the styling of clothes, laptops and mobile phones instantly
date-stamp a photograph. In We, such distinctions are a little less clear, as overconsumption, and the churn of inbuilt obsolescence, are absent. The cast of characters
seem rather less attached to their possessions, and more attached to their best selves
than many of us. In the series we Western Europeans are made ‘other to ourselves’ by
being invited to observe the differentials between our own individualism and excessive
consumption, and the simplicity of life and joie de vivre shared here. In We, we do
not experience any sense of privation, but become gently aware that necessity is the
mother of invention. We are invited into a world where people are not defined by their
consumer choices, or their hoarding of wealth. It might also become apparent that
our own inventiveness, and attentiveness to the material world, has been dulled by the
sheer glut of goods surrounding us. We recalls Ruskin’s famous adage from Unto This
Last:
There is no wealth but life. Life, including all its powers of love, of joy, and of
admiration. That country is the richest which nourishes the greatest number of
noble and happy human beings; that man is richest who, having perfected the
functions of his own life to the utmost, has also the widest helpful influence
(Ruskin 1860 / 1985:222).
As Ruskin did, Askew has no inhibitions about producing beautiful artworks. His new
beauty, true to the tradition of the Dissenting conscience, is antithetical to luxury, just
as it was for William Morris and for Ruskin. (In Morris’s words: “The greatest foe to
art is luxury … Beauty, which is what is meant by art… is I contend, no mere accident
to human life which people can take or leave as they choose, but a positive necessity of
life” (Morris 1880 / 1999: 37). Morris’s axioms go some way to illuminating why We is
of such importance. The processes of globalisation and economic liberalisation since
1989 have brought a mountainous bounty of things to Western Europe. Of course,
since 1989, these transformations have been wrought on the art market as much as
anywhere. As Luc Boltanski and Arnaud Esquerre have noted, much art has effectively
been fully subsumed into the luxury goods industry (Boltanski and Esquerre 2016).
Askew’s work stands at such a remove from art objects that are created as commodities
that it can seem wilfully opaque, or mute, in its poetic discretion. Images like Askew’s,
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which are devoid of rhetoric or persuasion, now disorientate or alarm us. He asks us
why we find an encounter poetry surprising or bewildering, and what we want art to
be for.
The historian Eric Hobsbawm argued that since 1989 “[w]e have been living like
kings” (Hobsbawm in Robinson 2009: 88). Hobsbawm used the present-perfect tense
with due care: the statement was prophetic rather than celebratory, and his tone one
of foreboding for the future rather than triumph at our mastery over the material
world. We cannot all be kings. The environmental costs of our temporary monarchical
reign over the planet are becoming increasingly clear. Askew suggests that the post1989 plenitude of goods has come at a high cost. His work stands in contrast to its
age, in what it celebrates and sanctifies. The uninhibited joy and exuberance of
Askew’s protagonists is infectious – but is meant to be seen in relief to the stultifying
consumption of the West. It exposes the relative poverty of our own collective relations
– of our modes of intersubjectivity and of our affective lives. The younger family
members seem to exist in state of irrepressible ebullience and joie-de-vivre. Their
physical activities are charged with effervescence and vigour. It is not only the image
of health and happiness, in the midst of material simplicity, that is striking. At the
other side of Europe, the number of antidepressants prescribed has nearly tripled in a
generation despite – or more likely because – of our unprecedented ‘prosperity’ (Sedghi
2014 n.p.). And the number of young women, in particular, with mental health issues
has seen a “dramatic increase” (Campbell and Siddique 2016: n.p.). In We, women, in
particular, appear to be seen as subjects rather than objects, and portrayed with the
full range of subjectivity that men are ordinarily granted. It would be hard to imagine a
greater contrast to how women are habitually portrayed in commercial photography.
Another genderscape
With the rare exceptions of figures such as Štbra, the lyricism and tenderness with
which Askew portrays his female subjects remains unusual in contemporary art. In
almost none of his images are women objects for visual consumption. We might say,
then, that the difference between Askew’s pictorial world and our dominant ‘imageworld’ becomes clearest in his portraiture of women. Comparing Askew’s work to
mainstream commercial photography allows us to classify and understand it more
fully. It provides an alarming contrast to what we might call the ‘genderscape’ created
by commercial and fashion photography across the twenty-year period that the series
was created. In that time, fashion photography has even been embraced by the art
world in various forms, as Laurie Simmons has argued (Simmons 2016 n.p.). But while
there is certainly room in that field for creative experimentation, there is little sense
that might lead to any genuine emancipation.
It takes an extended engagement with Askew’s work to register the subtle ways in which
gender is inflected in his work, or given new sets of associations. Simon Morrissey has
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noted that in the series Flower, Askew undertook the opposite operation to previous
artists in making the flowers ‘speak’ in figurative and affective ways. In contrast to
Georgia O’Keefe’s flowers most obviously, he turned every flower’s head away from the
viewer, to desexualise them. Such a manoeuvre much might seem innocuous, yet it
reoriented the gendered and sexualised way in which flowers are ordinarily read in art.
The flowers take on a quiet dignity, rather than becoming emblems of a lurid sexuality.
As Morrissey noted:
The simple device of depicting the flower with its head turned away from the
viewer anthropomorphises the bloom in an unexpected way. In comparison
to the long tradition of depicting flowers as sexualised objects – so explicit in
Robert Mapplethorpe’s work for example – Askew’s Flower appears modest, even
demure. Yet it has a palpable, silent strength. (Morrissey 2001 n.p.).
Askew’s women are seldom “demure” – they exhibit a “palpable strength”. If Askew
can recode the way in which we picture flowers, it should hardly be a surprise that his
picturing of human subjects is yet more inventive and surprising. Just as his flowers
“evade” any “sexualised” reading, so do his female portraits. We might go so far to say
that his portraits of young women do what his flowers do, and achieve the impossible:
they anthropomorphise them. Which is to say that in photography, women remain
objects and are only seen “as image” as Laura Mulvey noted forty years ago (Mulvey
2015: 15). In We, despite the subject matter often being young women, there is almost
no sense that they are defined by their quality of “to-be-looked-at-ness”, to use Mulvey’s
most famous phrase (ibid: 8). In mainstream commercial photography, and fashion
photography in particular, gender is a fault line: the lens divides the sexes. Images
are either of women or men, and are either for women or for men. In Askew’s work the
traditional equation of the male photographer as “bearer of the look” and female model
as borne down upon or ‘shot’ by the camera, as the vocabulary of photography has it,
is rewritten. What Morrissey calls Askew’s “self-consciously evasion” of the traditional
tropes of looking is, perhaps, clearest here of all (Morrissey 2001 n.p.) His subjects’
unselfconscious intimacy and candour is all but anomalous in photography. This is
where a radical reordering of how we see the world can begin. As Mulvey exposed,
commercial photography is seen as ‘natural’ or ‘normal’, and its visual codes are taken
to be transparent. They can only be recognised as codes if we have the vantage point of
geographical distance, or else from a temporal distance, or from through ideological
‘distance’. Askew provides all three.
Askew knows that in picturing a world, we bring it into being. In art, each new world
must act as a counterweight to the barbarity of the larger, dominant image-world.
His pictures can therefore ask us this: ‘how is this world different to our own’? To
reiterate: one of the most startling differences between Askew’s work and commercial
photography is his insistence that beauty must be an “everyday” beauty or not at all.
At this point in history there can hardly be a more radical position. It poses a special
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problem for a series created over two full decades in which photography has been
completely revolutionised. In 1996, almost all photography was chemical; in 2016, it is
almost all created as data. The entire series, from 1996 to the present, has been shot
on 35mm film and printed as C-types: practices that are now anomalous rather than
normal. Askew has remained consistent in his employment of 35mm film. Accordingly
the series feels to share something with, or partake in the grand European humanist
documentary tradition of the twentieth century from Lartigue to Cartier-Bresson, in
which intimate moments are made monumental, and made public. We intuitively
recognise both the distinctive, and now historic aspect ratio associated with 35mm
film. The series is, in part, a monument to a technology we can see was particular to
the twentieth century. Once common to every household in the industrialised world,
photographic film is now only for specialists and purists. There has been a revolution in
looking that is often falsely imagined to be ‘democratic’, and, Askew contends, requires
a counter-revolution
Revolution of Everyday Life: Treatise on Living by the Younger Generations
Perhaps the closest parallel that can be drawn to Askew’s position in art is that
outlined by Raoul Vaneigem in The Revolution of Everyday Life (Vaneigem 1972).
The introduction advocates an upheaval in our ways of seeing, in order to transform
our ways of being. It is worth quoting at length as the parallels are so numerous and
striking:
The world must be remade [and] these sentences, read and re-read, will have to
do their slow work. The path toward simplicity is the most complex of all, and
here in particular it seems best not to tear away from the commonplace … One
can escape from the commonplace only by … mastering it, steeping it in dreams,
giving it over to the sovereign pleasure of subjectivity… I have never pretended
to reveal anything new or to launch novelties onto the culture market. A minute
correction of the essential [values of living] is more important than a hundred
new accessories. All that is new is the direction of the current which carries
commonplaces along ... Is this dawning lucidity essentially new? I don’t think
so… Everyday life always produces the demand for a brighter light [because] there
are more truths in twenty-four hours of a man’s life than in all the philosophies.
(Vaneigem 1972 n.p).
Askew, just like Vaneigem, valorises qualities of “simplicity … lucidity ... creativity,
spontaneity, and poetry” (ibid). For him, as for Vaneigem, “The desire to live is a
political decision” (ibid). His pictures, demanding to be read and re-read, enter the
world to undertake their ‘slow work’ of transforming “the commonplace” into a place of
“lucidity” and of a “brighter light”, literal and metaphorical. The original French title of
the translation The Revolution of Everyday Life was Treatise on Living for the Younger
Generations (Vaneigem 1967). We can, amongst other things, be seen as a treatise for
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living in which poetry is elevated to its rightful place. Here, three young sisters and their
brother are the central actors, and the virtues of youth are given centre stage.
Vaneigem, as Rousseau’s true descendent, identified virtue with youth, with
camaraderie and friendship, and with a simple purity of lifestyle, in place of the pursuit
of capital. As he puts it:
Age is a role, an acceleration of ‘lived’ time on the plane of appearances,
an attachment to things … This link between age and the starting-post of
measurable time is not the only thing which betrays age’s kinship with power.
I am convinced that people’s measured age is nothing but a role. ... The
consumer is killed by the things he becomes attached to, because these things
(commodities, roles) are dead. Whatever you possess possesses you in return.
Everything that makes you into an owner adapts you to the order of things makes
you old. Time is …that adaptation to which people must resign themselves so
long as they fail to change the world (ibid).
The subjects of Askew’s photographs are, in Vaneigem’s sense, forever young. They
avoid measuring their selves by the weight of their possessions and move lightly
through the world. They refuse the role of homo economicus, and are, rather, homo
reciprocans: actors who are fundamentally co-operative. (It is, perhaps, no accident that
this concept originates in the work of a Russian, Peter Kropotkin, in 1902).
Serious games
We should, as I suggested, be seen as the embodiment of an ethic, rather than the mere
dramatization of a political ideal. That ethic proposes that the simple pleasures and
freedoms of youth are a model for better living. This youth is not the Western entranced
by its own reflection in a black mirror, or in a vicarious second-life online, or fixated
with its branded commodities. In works where we encounter a young man performing
an athletic handstand, or a wooden merry-go-round, Askew dramatizes the idea of
‘serious play’: of play being what humans are best at. We might say that for Askew,
humans are at their finest when they are homo ludens, to use the phrase coined by the
Dutch historian Johan Huizinga. When we start to notice this, it becomes apparent that
many of Askew’s images are of people behaving ‘playfully’. At the level of subject matter,
many of the pleasures that we encounter – of play, physical activity, family meals and
conversation – are either ludic ones, or more importantly ones which are shared. What
really characterises Askew’s work is that it shares the character of play. By which, I
mean that everything in his pictorial world is an end in itself, and neither a means to
another end nor part of a status-seeking zero-sum game.
For Askew as for Raoul Vaneigem, art is the “weapon” we have to usher in an “age
of happiness” (ibid). The only way in which we can wield this weapon is to rethink
“the organization of appearances” from the ground up, or as Jacques Rancière
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has rephrased the same argument, the ‘repartition’ of our world, seen in its infinite
particularities. What Rancière calls the “politics of aesthetics” is, for Askew, the means of
instigating new:
…modes of participation in a common social world [which] are determined by
establishing possible modes of perception… the distribution of the sensible
sets the divisions between what is visible and invisible, sayable and unsayable…
[because it is] a framework that determines what can be thought (Sayers 2004: n.p.
on Rancière 2004).
What is sayable, and thinkable, has changed enormously since Askew began work on We
in 1996. Moscow, 1500 kilometres west of Perm, and London have been transformed by
globalisation and financialisation. London is a world city where over 300 languages are
spoken. There are now more billionaires in Moscow than anywhere in the world except
for New York according to one estimate (Baer 2014: n.p.). We might imagine that Perm, as
a relatively remote industrial city, would feel the effects of historical changes differently:
Askew knows this is not quite so. A particular way of life is placed under pressure there,
and Askew has examined what is special about it and what is being lost. The resolution
of We marks the point at which a whole generation has passed after Soviet Communism
came to an end and a new cold war is being talked about. We have a point of sufficient
distance from which we can begin to see how the revolution has played out, and how
another might yet begin.
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30 Handprints on Window 1998

32 Milk in Bucket 2008

34 Red Lolly 2017

36 Sweets on Dashboard 2008

38 Playpark 2010

40 Fairground Painting, Hunters at Rest 2007

42 Rocking Horse 2007

44 Small Boy Sleeping 2017

46 Horse Looking 2008

48 Cat in Box 2008

50 Plate and Two Spoons 2017

52 Boy on Fairground Ride 2008

54 Man looking at Boy Waving on Television 1996

56 Scissors 2009

58 Black Dog 2007

60 Women in Bed, Winter 1998

62 Two Red Apples 1999

64 Woman Holding Door 2017

66 Water Bucket and Scoop 2009

68 Hands with Cup 2009

70 Flowers and Window, 2011

72 Men Sleeping in Summer 2008

74 Watermelon 2018

76 Child Sleeping in Flowers 2010

78 Autumn Lunch 1996

80 Market Stall with Fruit and Vegetables 1996

82 Woman and Spring Blossoms 2017

84 Picnic Remains 2009

86 Green Pool 2007

88 Red Hoops 2017

90 Young Man Preparing Meal 2008

Джон Аскью. Этот человек появился в моей жизни когда мне было, кажется 11лет.
В нашу семью приехал англичанин. Это было очень необычное событие для того
времени. И мы все смотрели на Джона как на человека с другой планеты. Он
казался таким забавным! Как большой ребенок. С тех пор Джон периодически
появляется в жизни нашей семьи. Он не говорит по русски. Но что-то его манит
сюда. Он так много видел в России: бесконечные дороги, города, девственные леса,
горные реки, далекие деревушки с их самобытным укладом, и очень интересных
русских людей. Разве что медведя он пока еще не видел! И все, что он видит он
снимает на свой фотоаппарат. Многих удивляет, что он пользуется пленочным
фотоаппаратом в современное время. Такой вот странный англичанин. Самое
неожиданное - это его фотографии. Сложно сказать какие они, красивые или
не красивые, удачные или не удачные. Вспоминаются слова А.С.Пушкина «Там
русский дух! там Русью пахнет!». Да это потрясающе насколько глубоко в этих
фотографиях сущность (русских) людей!1 Множество моментов, формирующих
целостную картину. Это история о времени, о жизни, о людях и их самобытности…
В этой истории заключены бесценно глубокие ощущения жизни. Это что то
такое, что невозможно сказать словами. Сама жизнь заключена в них!!! И сейчас
я задумываюсь: «Кто этот человек? Кто такой Джон Аскью?». Тот кто пишет мою
историю уже сейчас, то появляясь, то исчезая. Это волнительные, интересные
и даже мистические ощущения, когда знаешь, что в твоей жизни есть такой
наблюдатель. Для меня очень ценно быть вовлеченной в этот процесс. Возможность
наблюдать свою жизнь через другие глаза. И каждый раз глядя на эти фотографии
мне становится радостно, от того насколько красива жизнь в каждом моменте! Это
большой подарок судьбы!

Для меня существующее понятие «русский дух» является же и человеческим духом.
Ведь дух по своей природе не имеет национальности. Но разумеется существуют
бытовые различия между разными народами мира.
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An Englishman came to our family
Ann Kligman
John Peter Askew. This man appeared in my life when I was some 11 years old. An
Englishman came to our family. It was a very unusual event for that time. And we all
looked upon John as if he were from a different planet. He seemed so funny! Like a
big child. Since then, John has periodically appeared in the life of our family. He does
not speak Russian. But something draws him here. He has seen so much in Russia:
endless roads, untouched forests, mountain streams, remote villages with their
original way of life, and very interesting people. The only thing he has not yet seen
is a bear! And all that he sees, he captures with his camera. Many are surprised that
he uses a film camera in our modern times. Such is the strange Englishman. What
is most unexpected is his photographs. It is difficult to say what they are – beautiful
or not beautiful, successful or not successful. One is reminded of Pushkin’s words:
‘There is the Russian spirit . . . there it smells of Rus’!’ Yes, it is amazing how well
these photographs grasp the essence of (Russian) people! (Although nature has no
nationality, of course). A multitude of elements constitute every picture. Each is a story
of time, of life, of people and their identity… Each story conveys priceless, profound
feelings that words cannot express. It contains something of how life itself is lived
outside the picture frame. And now I ponder: ‘Who is this man? Who is John Peter
Askew?’ The one who is writing my story now, who appears, then disappears. It is an
exciting, interesting and even mystical sensation, to know that there is an observer
recording your life. To be part of this process is very valuable to me. And every time
I look at these photographs I feel a sense of joy, seeing how beautiful life is in every
moment. This is a great gift.

Ann Kligman

94 Washing Apples 2017

96 Red Curtain 2010

98 Birthday Party 2009

100 Women Looking at Solar Eclipse 2008

102

104

106

108

110

112

114

116

118

120

122

124

126

128

130

132

134

136

138

140

142

144

146

148

150

152

154

156

Making Pictures
Ian Jeffrey
John Peter Askew makes pictures. He composes with many elements, with patches of
colour, with orbs, discs, blocks and slices, and with geometrical figures, circles and
quadrilaterals of all sorts. There are patterns to be discerned in his way of structuring
pictures just as his pictures are overflowing with patterned fabrics, tablecloths,
wallpapers and crockery. Altogether these components are elements in a game: they
pose questions. His pictures asked to be studied ̶ in the first instance to see where the
fulcrum or the dividing line lies, or if it is there at all. It might be an interval between
two equal figures, or it might be set to one side, asymmetrical and oblique. There are
many balanced pictures in this body of work. Symmetry is present, either in the whole
or in some aspects. Sometimes they may involve little more than a figure in relation to
its shadow – or to a blurred reflection. There are partial symmetries, and structures
within structures, some obvious, and some discreet. All of the photographs here have
such elements. It is as if pictorial components are counters in a board game which
may finally come together, if the artist is lucky. He catches some of his subjects as they
make compositions of their own: children, for instance, editing pebbles; an elaborate
arrangement of fruit on a plate; bowls stacked in a graceful arc after being washed. He
makes studious pictures, in order to make visible exactly how the world touches us.
He has preferred and straightforward ways of structuring pictures. In 1900,
photographers often looked for ratios, suggesting that they could see through
mere surfaces appearances to the harmonic sub-structure of the world, in the way
medieval architects did. Askew’s approach, however, is more akin to that of an artisan
undertaking a job. Artisans have rules of thumb, and reliable ways of setting things up.
A reliable approach will yield a predictable and useful outcome. Photographers have not
always been concerned with picture-making, often choosing to think of the photograph
as a copy of a sensuous or expressive original. Some photographers were unrelentingly
observant and carried their sharp ways of seeing to all corners of the known world. But
in these pictures there is always a composition to consider, something assembled and
vicariously tangible.
John Peter Askew is a believer in pictorial arrangements. He is a modernist artist in
one sense: that of Paul Cézanne’s work from the 1880s and 1890s. Cézanne said in 1904
that painting from nature was not copying the object, but ‘realizing one’s sensations’,
and that idea might apply to these photographs, each of which is imbued with feeling,
and full of what we might call small adjustments. You might find, in any one of the
photographs, several hues of blue and brown harmonising across the picture plane;
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and find many comparable motifs that echo each other or rhyme. We find feet, for
example, touching wood, touching sand or pebbles, as if feeling the weight of the world
under us. These small sensations might be hung upon or around a grid of vertical lines.
There is one account of a bathing scene that features two children and a young woman
on a diving board, clearly taken at a lake in summer. Cézanne’s art was increasingly one
of mutual compositional adjustments, all arranged around a central opening or space,
with every mark and motif made to complement another.
Cézanne wanted to make good pictures, but he was cagey about how. He believed
that there was always a mystery about the process, and that if the colour was right
the drawing would be ‘more exact’. There was something ‘innate’ in art that could
be ‘brought out’ by the repetition of attentive practice. You had to be ‘workmanlike’
to begin with, and to paint ‘in accordance with the qualities of painting itself’.
Askew can be thought equally workmanlike in his approach, being attentive to the
phenomenology of photography and its mercurial qualities; and just as concerned to
make successful arrangements as Cézanne in the commitment to pictures that ‘work’
or are simply right. He offers us deft ‘touches’ of light and colour that recall Cézanne’s
watercolours, in particular. Cézanne thought that a picture succeeded if the ‘effect’ was
‘based on the existence of a dominating patch’. Each picture needed some sort of a ‘key’,
a masterstroke that determined its success or failure. The picture had to be searched,
with the idea of the key in mind, but it was perhaps just the idea or possibility of there
being a key that really mattered. Askew is never quite certain of the absolute worth
of his pictures, because his criteria for pictures, just like Cézanne’s, is that they must
be proposals that are always still to be tested. If his criterion of success was to create
firmer pictures, then his work could simply be realised on demand. But that would
deprive them of their all-important feeling of serendipity. In his work, equal weight is
given to thought and to intuition. From time to time in his images you find rhymes,
repetitions and reversals that simply cannot have been planned, and that emerged as
the picture was being taken. These are signs of the providential.
Askew’s pictures have to be inspected for their secrets, for what we might call their
lightning strikes, and unexpected rhymes. There is always the mystery of what sort of
requirements they fulfil, of how they satisfy intuited aesthetic norms and in some cases
go beyond them. His pictures are, to some degree, about these aesthetic questions,
and about the making or uncovering of art. He sees preparations in the activities of
chopping, weighing and setting aside – of tomatoes, for example. Each activity has its
distinctive bodily shapes and attitudes. His friends prepare meals and make displays
of fruit, as temporary compositions. They cook, sometimes on open fires in uncovered
pans that show their multi-coloured contents. All of these ingredients could be part
of a palette. Sometimes these pans and dishes have unified monochrome contents, as
if temporarily perfected and waiting for disturbance. The photographer likes the idea
that his work can capture the sense of a lull or temporary pause before something is
Ian Jeffrey

about to happen. We see meals prepared and displayed, made up of dishes on boldly
coloured cloths. When eventually the meal is finished, the residues that he reveals
are just as colourful. The original composition, tidily placed, has been blurred and
rearranged, and by unchoreographed common consent it has been completed, judged
to be over. Poetry, in these domestic settings, comes and goes in surges and waves.
Across the months and years, meals are prepared, set out, eaten and cleared away,
leaving a memory ̶ and a template. They are part of the wider recurrent everyday
activities we encounter, that are yet creative and have their own kind of artistry.
Askew draws our attention to these, and they can be understood as metaphors for
the process of making art: for the idea of practice. In addition, of course, the pictures
are documents, dealing with the lives of particular people in a certain town – with its
churches, fun-fairs, markets, playgrounds, kiosks and shops. His townscapes, however,
often look like transit zones, and could be parts of any town. We see crossroads that
lack obvious signposts, linking together nowhere in particular. The town is only a
concept, an abstraction in comparison with all of the tangible mealtimes, and the
promise that those embroidered tablecloths offer.
What Askew imagines is a down-to-earth ‘floating world’, constituted of fruits,
vegetables and patterned bright fabrics. It exists in actuality, and stars real people, their
families, and their pets. Topography, though, is another matter: a discipline redolent
of time-tables; for Askew it is to be avoided, as are identities and names which are
exclusive. Askew calls this collection We, and ‘they’, or ‘we’ are there to be discovered,
although it is hard to be sure who is who, for the pictures were taken over twenty years,
a timescale plenty long enough for children to have become adults and to now have
their own children. The effect of this is to create a place that although specific, is also
generic, as its inhabitants seem to live in an extended ‘simultaneous time’. The seasons
are ever-present, but they fuse, one winter with another. Summer’s remnants, in the
shape of toys and fruits, linger on.
Photographers, when they report on other cultures, like to note ceremonies from
the structural fabric. They attend burials and weddings, noting the passing of the
generations. Askew for the most part avoids such epochal cultural markers, as if he
wants to convey the impression of a cultural continuum. A still, gentle place of quiet
patterns, rhythms and symmetries. The book and exhibition ‘The Family of Man’, when
first mooted in the 1950s, was distinctly multicultural, and something of a spectacle.
This family is credible, having more to do with daily life, the ineffable, overlooked
routines of the everyday, like selecting vegetables or looking for shade on a hot day. At
one point, a heavily bearded man rides a child’s bicycle, turning back the clock in jest.
Family life, the seasons, and the surrounding town mark the ostensible content of
Askew’s study, and all are there as a ‘ground’ on which providence makes its marks.
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These notable moments, once called ‘decisive moments’, need a commonplace context,
for that is where they are found. It would be hubristic to brag about them ̶ and they
have to be hidden away or under-played to function. Providence is sensitive, and might
fail to deliver if pursued too hard. Revelations can be disguised, of course, and classed
with gentler categories such as still-life. There are many still-lifes here, often of fruit
in raking or mottled light. There is a picture of fish remnants on a napkin glinting in
the light. The Japanese writer and artist Yosa Buson, who was preferred even to Matsuo
Basho by Daido Moriyama, wrote a poem about ‘the light of the sun this morning from
the head of a sardine’. In another poem he sees happiness ‘beyond anything I deserve’
in an overflowing basket of baby yams. In Askew’s collection of images, happiness is
repeatedly found in simple delights;: a pan of fried eggs, a bowl of cherries, a bucket of
milk. In a picture describing a state of unmitigated joy, a young girl takes as if her first
flight, her arms swept back as wings of a swooping swallow. It is not quite Haiku but
near enough, for she glides ands delights.
Like a Haiku writer, Askew notes times of the year: the fruit of early or late summer;
and delphiniums, tulips and roses – all of which have their seasons. Winter is variously
a time of packed snow and light snow – of sprinklings and coverings on roads.
Sometimes he finds and takes pure Haiku subjects: a picture, for example, of a woman
in winter carrying water in buckets on a shoulder yoke right across a frozen landscape.
Under her heavy, worn, muted winter coat we glimpse a brightly patterned dress. Snow
falls on the lens of the camera, making marks. This is a picture with two parts, in the
manner of a Haiku: the walking woman, and the snow on the lens. Somewhere else
Askew was lucky enough to find what looks like a complete figure in the shape of still
water, sky blue in a barrel painted green. Sky and earth have come together to make
a motif, brought to life by a single droplet. Elsewhere, someone opening a tin of meat
or fish has cut their finger in a small event in two parts. Although a drop of water and
a cut finger are slight matters they are the stuff of Haiku, where it is the format that
counts: one ordinary thing set in a relevant relation to another. These photographs ask
to be searched for an elusive key or masterstroke. Somewhere, on a beautiful lake in
the evening, Askew noticed that a ramshackle jetty painted blue was numbered 3, as
an example perhaps of bureaucracy in paradise. The puzzle of Askew’s photography is
worth following. He is surprised, it seems, to see that things are so modestly the way
they are.
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Counting Days,
Recounting Instants
Fatos Üstek
The incident that I met you grew out of being a coincidence, once I was there to meet
you again, for the second time. Our initial encounter was impregnating moments to
come, and change our lives for good. From the perspective of now, what we have lived
and shared is a long story without a certain beginning. That is, I cannot – even though
I have tried, allocate when it was exactly that we silently joined our lives to gather and
share... I am now writing you in the absence of your presence. A loss? It always is.
A compilation, of a certain genre, medium or objects is an attempt to phrase and
valuate. Collections of books, stamps, music, stones or photographs fall into the
category of compilations as a gathering of any sort, can never represent the whole,
but the idea and the feeling of the selected group of things. A photography album of
a family brings together key moments of births, celebrations, and moments that may
seem to be irrelevant or obscure in retrospect; moreover it gratifies a social portrait, a
representation of the time that the family resides. An album, at times, may serve as an
evidence, a cultural asset to be facilitated for common use; and at times stays within
the family that is portrayed to serve for generations to come as a reference and locus of
belonging.
It was the morning in which I woke up to sounds, your youngest collected fresh eggs
from the hens with screaming joy, she was very young and flabbergasted by the whole
experience of observing an egg being brought to life. It was indeed astonishing to see
how her face changed when that same egg got scrambled for her breakfast. I did not
have the words, but eyes to understand how hurt she was with the incident. Do you
perhaps think that is what fired her unruly persona, that years later I would print her
wild correlation on photography paper...
An album can be referred as a micro collection, which collates and makes visible
instances that are marked as significant. The moments that are chosen over the
ones that are not, request an idea of personal identity and of social conditioning.
Photography as a document of gestures, and of modes of being, inserts itself as a
portrait, at times even in the absence of any subject; thus it portrays both the scene
and the feeling of the time it has frozen in a frame. On the other hand, no portrait talks
truly about the subject itself, but rather the subject’s relationship with the world that
surrounds him or her.
Was it that day, after an enduring ride in your car, when we gave a break to stretch
our legs you told me about your days in the army? The bridging posture, as you told
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me, was an act of balance. I may not be remembering this right. That day, with its
wonders of watching nature through the car windows, your enthusiasm to be among
the mountains, the whole family being rammed in four cubic meters with songs. Was
it that day, I asked you to teach me how to stand up and lean back, stretching your core,
your backbones? It is hazy now, though the picture suggests we may have engaged in
perfecting that pose.
Through the recent studies on the phenomenology of perception and nature of memory,
instances that are experienced and recalled in an aftermath do not comply towards
the same image. There is a shift, a change, or perhaps a transformation that solely
takes place as the subject forms and reforms himself/herself through time and space.
In other words, the experience of an event depends on the psycho-somatic condition
of the subject that varies through time and the accumulation of other experiences. A
photographic documentation of an incident initially is a way of framing the event, a
means of contextualisation, and may immediately differ from the experience, as much
as serve to fix its sensual value. At times when photographic documents are consulted
to evoke the memory of an event, that pictorial memory might not correlate with the
recollections of the subject: memory is a flux of correlations, and changes and reinvents
itself according to the currencies of the present, and indeed the modus operandi of the
subject. Thus a photographic document becomes an object: an object of attention that
is solidified through time but open to interpretations, if not to change.
That summer I visited your summer house is still resonant in my memory, I somehow
cannot forget the light that cut through the creases of the polycarbonate roof. Your
wife was constantly blabbering about something, that I guess was the amount of food
she had to cook for the young members of your family, who tend to eat a lot after a day
in the sun running up and down the hills, joining nature as it were. Would it be right
to suggest that not everyone ̶ though the food was great ̶ was happy with roots on
scrambled eggs?
Every picture has its inner dialogue. It converses with the moment it documents and
with the subjects it portrays, but also with the scene that it frames and captures.
I did grow up with rituals too, perhaps not as strongly pronounced as yours. Rather,
mine were discreet to name them as a pre-set behaviourisms. I did enjoy the glory
of Sunday morning walks, collecting peppers to dry on a line, and afternoon naps.
Perhaps, you would not necessarily call these a pattern of life. We never talked about
these in detail, as I could only express myself through images, and you through
gestures. Would you call this a new language? A composite of two worlds that could
communicate ideas and feelings through different manifestations? I do sometimes
ponder if it would be all different were words to stand for the same things for
all of us.
Fastos Üstek

Images are coded surfaces. A river with many streams, each detail correlates to a
code, through its union with other details. The image shows what it has set in place,
but shows also was is beyond itself. There, we can talk about the meta-language of
images, that symbolism arrives in the midst of linguistic constellations, and their
determination of meaning, as merely given sets of encounters. A meta-language does
not necessarily correspond to the objectification of the image. On the contrary, it
dilutes or diverges the cluster of meaning created where the metaphorical and the
sense that this-actually-happened are joined together in a single picture.
Do all roads lead to where they do, whence covered in snow, blocked with rain, dried
up in sunshine? That winter, I was not feeling well. My recently broken heart needed
healing, and time was of no resource. I found the escape to visit you in the midst of a
harsh winter. I remember your warning on the piercing cold that I might not ease with.
What would snow do to a heart that is bestowed in the leave of a beloved, I wondered
while packing my thermal clothing. That winter, my eyes like the lenses of my camera
came to a still. I could not run, I knew, but I could stop for a moment and gaze out to
the rounded white hills, onto the slowly marching crowds of your village back to their
warm homes. I did long for the Island, the most during those days of freezing silence.
Images are always abstractions of the real; they present a composition that supersedes
the factuality of an instance, and comply to its precursors, which determine what may
and may not be judged through the filters of truth. A document of a single moment
may not only embrace what is beyond the lens, but also the narrative that flows
through the mind of the photographer behind it. A moment, differentiated from all
other moments, and even if sequentially lined up, can be marked by a heightened
awareness of the sensual world, and marked by a desire to capture that moment, and
marked by the fear that these fleeting moments may never match the intensity of
our sensations. The real is impossible to grasp in a picture, and perhaps impossible
outside it. But beyond the image, in words, we can only talk about truisms.
“You can watch seasons through market stalls”, once you said to me, or rather that
is what I interpreted when we were walking along the aisles of the open air market
in your neighbouring village. It was eve of summer, the dew was still in the air, and
fewer apples were available than last year. The composition of fruits revealed their
individuation on the stands: that was as plain and as complex as it could be. Instead
of bulk buys being available for fellow residents, there was seldom any produce. An
apple or two and fennel roots were what we ended up bringing back home. I traced,
but could not picture the faces of the farmers. It felt too much to bear, too hard point
the camera.
An album is an edited series of photographs that is most commonly brought together
through a sense of the chronological passing of time. Amidst the intentions of
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producing a perfect representation, an album is always an incomplete compilation. Its
incompleteness does not spring from the fact that sensations or background narratives
cannot be represented, but from the fact that its maker follows his / her own threads. It
is also incomplete as the social, sensual qualities brought together are irreversible: one
may never go back in time to apprehend, to seize the complete picture of a moment. An
album, however, remains a representation of an era, even when it has no intention of
being so. It becomes a social document and its meanings open up, just as the familial
narrative closes onto itself. That is, as family members wither away or become silent,
images remain, with new things still to say.

For an immersive reader: this text is written in the memory of the pictures from the
compilation presented in this book. Neither the narrative nor the inner dialogues
correspond to the artist’s actual experiences. In other words, it is a fiction nestled
within a particular prior reality, or rather, possesses the rare realism of fiction.
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Aberration of Light
Lee Triming
“…all art is like death, an inertia of the instant, and thus a speed change in the
order of time as it is lived ...” (Virilio 1989:45)
“If you consider that observation takes place by means of light, which is
propagated at a finite speed, things are observed in a past as far back as they
are spatially distant.” (Evry Schatzmann in Virilio 1989: 41)
Put a coin in a glass of water and it disappears. The water bends light and dislocates the
coin from its image: the coin disappears and what you see instead, in the place where
the coin is not, is a sort of decoy; and this is similar in both photography and the world.
There is a small, dark enclosure at the heart of photography. A darkened room. Light
enters this enclosure and performs a mirroring of something from outside; each
strand of reproduced hair simultaneously seeming to be the work of nature and of
sheer artifice. What happens on the wall of the camera obscura is similar to what
happens on the surface of the retina. A function of our body is lifted out of us, or stolen
by engineers. In a camera it is placed at a distance, removed enough for objective
observation, but close enough to retain a sense of intimacy when under inspection. Just
as the coin’s image is lifted from it when under the water, in photography we are each
subject to a little dislocation. We are turned somewhat inside out, and some, at least,
find this delicious.
•
Light in itself has no appearance, but then we might say neither does anything else.
We make the world we see, just as a thermal imaging camera conjures colour maps
to represent heat. Light crosses through space, carrying its imprint to our retinae like
a sort of cast. We trust this correlation, even as we trust the image we then construct
from it. We are in a hall of mirrors long before we pick up a camera.
•
‘A miniature painting is only the work of an artist; a photographic plate is the
work of God.’ (Anon, French, 1842)
‘At the foundation of well-founded belief lies belief that is not founded.’
(Wittgenstein 1975: 33)
All buildings are camera obscuras of a sort. Paul Virilio has compared churches with
their stained glass windows to “solar projection rooms” where “the light calmly appears
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to us as the truth of the world” (Virilio 1989: 49). Light here serves as an embodiment of
the divine, or at least as its herald or signature, covering walls and floors with colour, in
memoriam of the rainbow over Mount Ararat.
Yet it feels pre-modern or atavistic to simply equate light with truth these days.
Photography is a thicket of deception, and picking through it in search of truth seems
like a fool’s errand. But possibly the truth / deception binary is itself misleading,
assuming as it does that what is presented are specific quanta of true or false meanings
which we then read like traffic signs. An old Jewish story tells how God dispatches a
number of angels to Earth with desperately important messages for us. The journey
from Heaven to Earth, however, is so impossibly long and arduous that most of the
angels never manage to complete it; and those few that do have long forgotten the
message entrusted to them by the time they arrive. Emptied of meaning via their delay,
these angels arrive like cryptograms, like the light from a dead star, and, obviously, like
photographs.
•
In the light of photography’s now questionable authority, we have had to rethink it as a
sort of undermined document. Photographs only present possibilities rather than facts.
There is always now an implicit question posed by a photograph: “Do you trust me?” It’s
a question that marks a point of commitment. At a key moment, one character in the
film turns to another and asks “Do you trust me?” – and there may be no reason in the
world for them to do so, yet the decision needs to be made.
•
Photography is a cut. In it, image is severed from referent, peeled away like a snakeskin
(and not a veil), and each is then free to depart. Susan Sontag once has compared the
night sky to a photograph: with light taking so long to travel through space, the stars
we see are an image of their past. This ‘photograph’, this decoy sky, is a perfect disguise
that can conceal the actual stars from view.
A photograph of a table can feel real, can feel sculptural, can address and speak about
the spaces that surround the object. It can reveal truths (or possibly other things) about
that space, and that object in it; but these are complicated, indirect things (even though
the photograph conveys them directly and with beautiful simplicity). Drawing attention
to the delay within the instant, the photograph is in this sense less the record of an
event than an event itself: the event of an instant unfolding itself into a delay. John
Peter Askew’s photographs poignantly embody this ‘space of delay’, this still, dark room
of the camera, which is always there in the heart of both instant and photograph. Reinvoking the camera obscura, these images cast us back inside it, back inside this space
of delay, the dislocated space of the subject. We know this displacement so intimately
we experience it as connection. When the angel opens its mouth and finds it has
nothing to say, how can we decide not to trust that?
Lee Triming
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Whereas, with words, which story do I tell?
John Peter Askew
“It is said there are flowers that bloom only once in a hundred years. Why should there
not be some that bloom once in a thousand, in ten thousand years? Perhaps we never
know about them simply because this “ince in a thousand years” has come today.”
- from Yevgeny Zamaytin, We, 1921
As a young man reading Economics at Manchester University, I was drawn to studying
the Soviet Union. What absorbed me more than the workings of an command economy
were my daydreams about the enchantment of snow. My first memory of Russia is
sleeping in a compartment on a train slowly moving east from Moscow towards the
Urals. I dreamt snow was falling upon me through the darkness. When I awoke, it was
to an endless white landscape sparkling in the morning sun.
It was 1996. I was travelling to Perm where I had been invited to exhibit my
photographs. The city of Perm is twinned with Oxford and an acquaintance, the artist
John Goto, who lived and taught in Oxford, had already been working in Perm during
the early 1990s. My invitation had come came through Natasha Dubrovina, a resident
of Perm, who had assisted him in his research and had become familiar with my work.
Sharing the compartment with me were Natasha and her husband, the poet Robert
Belov, who had come to Moscow to meet me. The train was overflowing with disorderly
soldiers returning from the war in Chechnya, and Natasha, a cautious person, was wary
for my well-being. Robert had other plans, and on the ruse that he needed to escort me
to the toilet, we eloped to the restaurant car. Here we were served boiled potatoes and
pickled herring, washed down with vodka which Robert liberally spiked with pepper
in order to soothe a stomach ulcer. Unscrewing the top from the pepper pot, he poured
all of its contents straight into his vodka. The snow falling outside the train window
was now real and as magical as any dream. I saw how the snow makes everything anew,
uniting disparate things, creating harmony.
A man that I had never met, by the name of Giorgi Chulakov, who has a partner in an
electronics repair firm, had sponsored my exhibition. He paid for my train ticket to and
from Moscow, printed the advertising posters for the show, and for much of my month
in Perm allowed me to stay with his family to learn about the city. There wasn’t much
money around then, as it was only five years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, so I
knew this was a significant gesture. It was a gesture of faith – faith in the importance of
art and of friendship, and in what photography can promise.
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Thanks to Giorgi’s ongoing support and generosity, I could return a year later, to
undertake a residency at the Puppet Theatre. This time I stayed throughout with the
Chulakov family. I learned about what they did and how they lived. Giorgi’s business
involved buying up broken electronic telephones, printers and computers in Moscow in
order to repair them, and then sell them in Perm. Perm is nearly 1500 kilometres east
of Moscow by car. This is almost another country. It is 1500 kilometres from London
to, for example, Lisbon, or to Naples or Warsaw. That distance take you from England
to the far south-western or southernmost borders of Europe, or else deep into Eastern
Europe. It is only 2500 kilometres from London to Moscow – then almost the same
again to Perm. The sense of scale is different of course, but what is also different is that
you get a sense of being on the border of two continents. By the time you reach Perm
you are almost in Asia. It is just over the horizon, indeed at the next city. You are at the
very edge of Europe, and on the cusp of a different world, and one which is almost never
reported in the ‘Western’ news media. It’s all but unknown to most of us, even now,
when we have a twenty-four hour news media, and billions of photographs in the world
reaching us on every screen. Not only is Perm part of a world almost unknown, but its
people are hardly so different to you and me. The language certainly remains different –
even those with familiarity with several Latinate and Germanic languages aren’t able to
readily translate, without learning the language from scratch. What provided me with
the impetus to immerse myself in this place and learn about it wasn’t about all the facts
and figures Economics had taught me, but my burgeoning friendship with Giorgi and
the people I met.
I often know what I feel about the world, but not what to think. Looking, for me, is
intuitive, being grounded in feeling ̶ whereas words, a greater construction, can
obscure things rather than clarify. I found early on that my inability to speak Russian,
not having to think about the world in words, opened up a space; a freedom which I
filled with looking. It allowed me to feast my eyes on the world.
On my second trip to Perm in 1997 I was met at Moscow Sheremetyevo Airport by
Giorgi, with a van overloaded with stuff. It was deep winter. Outside Moscow, under
brilliant blue skies, the roads dissolved into frozen streams of snow and ice for the long
drive to Perm. It really was a dreamlike journey into the heart of a white continent.
Russia makes every other European country feel small by comparison. Even though
this was a journey they had undertaken many times in the past we regularly got lost.
Signposts disappeared and the road got narrower and narrower until it petered out
altogether at a farmhouse or a wood, and we had to retrace our tracks. You get a sense
of why the great Russian novels and plays of the past are on the scale that they are, and
have the scope that they have, trying to encapsulate all of life even when seen through
a microcosm of a domestic drama. Anything less would fail to do justice to the sense of
place into which you become immersed.

John Peter Askew

Twice, Igor, the driver lost control of the van at speed when on the icy roads, and both
times we were saved from catastrophe by the soft snow drifts lining the road. Once, we
were able to dig ourselves out, but the second time we had to rely on the help of a farmer
to pull us out with his tractor, and then the services of a local mechanic to repair the
damage. What I remember most vividly of that journey is stopping on the outskirts of a
village where women had gathered by the main road selling food served from gigantic
thermos flasks. We feasted on hot, home-baked pastry pies filled with mashed potato.
I can picture the pies steaming in the cold air, the simple, perfectly seasoned delicacy
warming our hands before filling our eager mouths.
Giorgi and his eldest daughter Lyuba visited me in England the following summer.
We also spent a week together on Colonsay, an enchanted island off the West coast of
Scotland. The clear sea to them was an unimagined, magical world, as their winter
had been to me. Not long after, Giorgi sadly died of cancer. Over the subsequent
twenty years whilst photographing his family and friends I have tried to infuse my
photographs with the clarity of the light, and the radiant, jewel-like colours that we
shared together during that week. No photograph can ever recreate natural light, but a
successful one can invite you to imagine and be inside it, as though you were with the
sitters. A good photograph offers you an intimacy not only with a particular person, but
with the idea of a place, and, of course, the idea of a time. I spent the subsequent New
Year’s Eve in St Petersburg with Lyuba, who was then studying painting there at Herzen
Pedagogical University.
John Berger begins one of his novels by writing, “I remember most of what I hear,
and I listen all day but sometimes I do not know how to fit everything together. When
this happens I cling to words or phrases that seem to ring true.” I have taken this as
another touchstone. My visits to Perm continued regularly and for twelve years I gave
little attention to the photographs I was making of my friends and their lives except
to compile handmade photo-books and playful collages. Perhaps this accounts for
the unselfconscious nature of many of the images. It was this aspect that initially
drew my attention back to them in 2008, after returning from spending a memorable
summer with the Chulakovs. That summer I had joined Giorgi’s wife Valya, Ann, their
youngest daughter, and their son Deema for a month-long, 6,000 kilometre round-trip
by road to Altai, in south-western Siberia. We were accompanied by two other families,
the Ketovs and the Bolshakovs, close friends of the Chulakovs, and who had over the
years welcomed me into their lives. The trip was an adventure not just for me, it was an
exciting and ambitious undertaking for everybody.
The purposes of the journey were to watch a solar eclipse, and to undertake a week long
walking and camping expedition into the base of Mount Belukha, Siberia’s highest
peak. It is a snowy pinnacle pointing to the sky which for millennia has been a focus
of Buddhist, Hindu and Shamanist spirituality. In Altai folklore, the mountain is
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believed to be the gateway to Shambhala (‘Shangri-la’): a place of peace, tranquillity and
happiness; it is seen as a ‘pure land’ where all citizens are enlightened. On the first day
of the trek we encountered torrential rain and my camera became waterlogged, after I
had walked for hours when it was in an unfastened, external pocket of my waterproof
jacket. Alexi Ketov had come equipped with two cameras and he generously lent me
one. The next day I lost my footing whilst crossing a deep, fast-flowing mountain
stream, and this camera became waterlogged too. More in desperation than hope I
took my camera apart, leaving the components to dry on a flat rock by our camp. In
the process I lost the small metal battery compartment cover and became even more
distraught. Undeterred, my friends fashioned another one from the metal of a tin can
without any implements other than a multi-tooled pocket knife. Miraculously, once dry
and reassembled, the camera functioned perfectly again.
I was at a loss that I couldn’t photograph most of our expedition but over time I have
come to realize that the photographs that ring true for me are those that elevate the
everyday, rather than those describing the dramatic, the grandiose or the spectacular.
Returning that summer to London, I realized that I had accumulated an archive of
over ten thousand images, and that this was a single body of work that stretched back
fourteen years at that point. Now, it encompasses twenty years of work and amounts to
twenty thousand images. The archive encompasses members of four generations of the
Chulakov family. In this, it resembles those nineteenth-century novels that can map
time in a way we cannot do of outside of art, by showing change and continuity, one
generation after another, across relations and friendships.
The Chulakovs are a family of three sisters and a brother, just as in Chekhov’s play
Three Sisters. I discovered too, that Chekhov had written to Maxim Gorky, saying
that when he set his play in an imaginary provincial town, he was thinking of a place
exactly like Perm. As an outsider in Perm, that is, as someone who can’t speak Russian
sufficiently fluently to participate in every aspect of life, I can only ever create my
own story, my own play of the Chulakovs’ lives. Lying at the heart of Chekhov’s play is
arguably the sense of difficulty that human beings have in living in the present. In the
play, the three sisters all long to return to Moscow, where they imagine their ‘real’ lives
to be, from the provincial town much like Perm where they are stationed; and yet what
I immediately saw in the Chulakov family was the joy they took in being in the present
moment. I understood that my photographs similarly had to speak about what it means
to be rather than do, to see people being, and being together rather than ‘doing’. So I
never photographed the family at work outside the home.
“We live in capitalism. It power seems inescapable. So did the divind right
of kinds. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings.
Resistance and change often begin in art, and very often in our art, the art
of words.” - Ursula K. Le Guin, acceptance speech made at 65th National Book
Awards, 2014
John Peter Askew

To change the world, we need to change the stories we tell about it. To shape these new
stories we need to change the way we look at the world. Throughout society there is a
dissonance between the way things are presented, and their being. I first became aware
of this disjunction as a student studying Economics, when I was struck how economic
theories built from models, graphs, statistics and numbers are simply far removed from
how lives are lived. Our neglect of the peculiarities of everyday lived experience, and our
failure to pay them attention or give them merit is one thing that leads to an immoral
society, that neither cares for its fellow man and woman, nor for the wellbeing of the
wider world.
So the centre of my work is the desire to pay respect to the things in the world that
I photograph, whether that is a person, an artefact, a plant, or an animal. The
photographs should show them in their ‘best light’, in every sense: they assert their
place in the world, and their value to their social circle around them. This action of
paying respect to people, and indeed to things, gives a reason for and a meaning to
living in the present. I see it as a necessary stepping-stone towards fundamental and
lasting political change. Until we can appreciate the materiality of the world, as well
as the relationships between people, and those between people and things, we cannot
hope to change our wastefulness, or frivolous attitude to fundamental things like
friendship, sharing food, raising families, and becoming aware of what lies outside of
ourselves.
These are photographs of friends, of food, of flowers, pets and smiles. They are tokens:
tokens of love. I want them to be seen both as ‘family photographs’, and as reflections
on family photographs. I’m quite happy that such a position might be seen as being at
odds with my position as an outsider, both to the family and in the city of Perm. This
is because it reflects what I see as the contradictions that are inherent to photography.
Photography is a bizarre mix of reality and fiction: that is what makes its identity
elusive, and impossible to trap. By playing with photography’s complex identity my
work reflects the subjectivity of perception. This is a world that I cannot properly
navigate or know, rather than one I can readily imagine having a mastery over. That
enforces a degree of humility, because you are aware that you are reliant on others, and
can only make your way through the world by learning from others. In that sense, the
photographs might be thought properly child-like: they are the impressions of someone
new to a world, and who has the capacity to recognize its specialness, and particularity.
I have three sisters, so my own family mirrors that of the Chulakovs, and I was blessed
with an idyllic childhood that cocooned and shielded me from a flawed world, by loving
and supportive parents and siblings, and an extended family of cousins, aunts, uncles,
and grandparents. Perhaps my photographs are a quest to recreate this innocence, and
my depiction of the Chulakovs’ lives is a way of envisioning the world differently.
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One of the photographs depicts Sasha, the middle sister, sitting by the kitchen table
with the family cat, Murka, in a box on her lap. Murka has just fallen six floors from a
window onto the ground below in a misguided leap to catch a passing pigeon. Look
closely and you can see his nose is bloodied and flecks of blood have spotted the
cardboard. The cat still lives to this day, albeit with the aid of a metal pin in its leg.
The picture reminds me of another story: one which first drew me to the Chulakovs.
It is encapsulated in the photograph that shows Giorgi on my first visit to his home,
sharing with me a video of an extraordinary family summer holiday a few years before.
I recently shared this memory with Lyuba, and she remembers my first visit, recalling
that we were eating pine nuts that they had collected the previous summer. The video
documents how Giorgi, his wife Valya, and their four young children, together with two
other families, had hired a helicopter to take them to a remote and distant region of the
northern Urals, quite inaccessible by road.
Deposited at their destination, they built a rafts and travelled down the River Koiva
for two full weeks, getting the helicopter to pick them up again at a pre-arranged spot.
What was most extraordinary to me about this expedition was they took their cat,
Murka with them. A dainty, small, white cat. Moreover, they lived on the sixth floor of
an apartment block, so the cat had never been outside. Not once: it was a house cat. The
video shows the cat sitting independently on an open raft, with the family and their dog
drifting down the river in the middle of a vast pristine natural landscape. The cat loved
the trip. It loved the taste of adventure so much that upon their return, it kept trying
to escape from their apartment. On its first successful attempt it was found a few days
later by a neighbour half a kilometre away, at the local market. Murka escaped a second
time, and was never seen again.
Every photograph in this book is surrounded by stories, but I want them to exist in
their own right, as a stilled moment of looking. I trust the photographs to tell a truth.
Whereas, with words, which story do I tell?

John Peter Askew

“… for those who can not only walk,
not only march in time, but fly as well.”
from We, Yevgeny Zamyatin, 1921, trans. Hugh Alpin, 2009
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