
Snap happy  
 
Realists and anti-realists, portraitists and landscape photographers, the 
nominees for this year's Citigroup prize - photography's answer to the Turner - 
have been chosen. Melissa Denes profiles the candidates and their work. 
 
Saturday February 2, 2002  
 
Elina Brotherus  

The only one of this year's nominees to put herself in the frame, 29-year-old Elina Brotherus 
shoots self-portraits - sometimes in tears, often naked.  

Her work is at once intimate and self-dramatising, in the tradition of Cindy Sherman and 
Tracey Emin. In I Hate Sex, she scowls sideways from her pillow, fully-clothed and alone; 
whether she likes sex or not, it doesn't look as if she's about to have it.  

But her pictures aren't exactly confessional - there's an element of mystery or suppressed 
narrative. Why, for instance, is Brotherus crouching naked in a too-small, elevated bathtub? 
Why do the couple in Les Baigneurs look so happy sitting and standing in their (apparently 
freezing) mountain stream?  

Brotherus is fascinated, too, by landscape, the flatter and bleaker the better: her series 
Horizons, Low Horizons, Very Low Horizons features ever-increasing amounts of sky. 
"Contemplating the horizon, the rim of the world, puts the mind into rest," she says.  

Brotherus was born in Finland, and lives between Helsinki and Paris. 

Thomas Ruff  

Thomas Ruff shared a tutor with Andreas Gursky (a former Citigroup winner) at art school in 
Düsseldorf and, like Gursky, is fascinated by technology and the things it can do to 
photographs.  

In the 1980s, he began work on a series of portraits that aimed to reveal nothing about his 
subjects: he photographed family and friends, and asked them to look completely blank and 
expressionless. The results were at once eerie and banal - like archetypal passport photos on 
the one hand, young people with dead eyes and empty faces on the other.  

Ruff perfected this technique at the 1995 Venice Biennale, where, using police photofit 
technology, he mapped one face on top of another. The results, people said, looked 
completely criminal - Ruff had created the faces of murderers and psychopaths.  

Roger Ballen  

The most controversial of this year's nominees, Roger Ballen moved from New York to South 
Africa in the early 1980s.  

He began photographing the people of the dorps, small towns in rural South Africa, most of 
whom were poor and in various ways excluded from wealthy white society.  

His best-known photograph, Dresie And Casie, Western Transvaal 1993, depicted hostile-
looking twins, drool hanging from their lips. It looked like one of Diane Arbus's many pictures 
of identical twins, taken in the 1960s and 1970s - only without the obvious empathy.  



When Ballen published the picture alongside other portraits of the dorps people in 1994, he 
was accused of "coarse racism" and grotesquerie.  

He has continued to photograph South Africa's rural poor, and to argue that his work implies 
no kind of socio-political comment. "These photographs are no more about South Africa than 
about the man in the moon," he has said. "They have become an extension of me, a self-
portrait."  

Philip-Lorca diCorcia  

A nominee in the inaugural year of the Citibank prize - the year Richard Billingham won - 
Philip-Lorca diCorcia shoots street photography with a difference.  

His subjects are powerfully lit, like film stars on location or politicians about to give a 
statement - and yet the implied drama of the moment is all a construct. These people are not 
famous, nor are they friends - just strangers walking by, city faces in a city crowd.  

In the 1990s, diCorcia, a New Yorker, photographed groups of people on the streets of Tokyo, 
Calcutta and Mexico City, the apparent spontaneity of the images at once heightened and 
undermined by his spotlighting and narrow depth of field.  

He is not a photographer who simply aims and shoots; he travels with assistants, and a lot of 
equipment.  

His most recent work, a series called Heads, was photographed from a hidden camera in a 
Times Square subway, a flash bulb popping over the head of unsuspecting, miles-away New 
Yorkers.  

Shirana Shahbazi  

Born in Tehran, 27-year-old Shirana Shahbazi spent the latter half of her childhood in 
Germany, and went to art school in Zurich.  

Her photographs of contemporary Iran look very different from the black-and-white images we 
are used to seeing.  

Hers are in vivid colour, for a start, and they aim neither to romanticise nor exoticise their 
subjects - a mother bending to tie her son's shoelace, an office worker in chador doing a bit of 
filing.  

There is a flat, neutral quality to her work: her photograph of Tehran with a motorway in the 
foreground and snowcapped mountains behind could almost qualify as one of Martin Parr's 
boring postcards - only it's not a postcard, and the focus on the Tarmac is deliberate rather 
than amateur.  

Her most recent series Goftare Nik, or Good Words, includes giant paintings of her work, 
commissioned from a street artist, the cool realism of the photographs playing off against the 
kitsch of the billboard image  

· The Citigroup photography prize 2002, sponsored by the Guardian, is at the Photographers' 
Gallery, Great Newport Street, London WC2, until March 23.  
 



 

Dresie And Casie, Western 
Transvaal, 1993, by Roger Ballen 
'It looked like one of Diane Arbus's 
many pictures of identical twins, 
taken in the 1960s and 1970s - only 
without the obvious empathy.' 

 
 
 
 

Cat catcher, 1998, by Roger 
Ballen 
' "These photographs are no more 
about South Africa than about the 
man in the moon," Ballen has 
said... ' 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Puppy between feet, 
1999, by Roger Ballen 
' "They have become an 
extension of me, a self-
portrait.' " 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

I hate sex, 1998, by Elina 
Brotherus 
'In I Hate Sex, she scowls 
sideways from her pillow... 
whether she likes sex or not, it 
doesn't look as if she's about 
to have it... ' 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Untitled, by Elina 
Brotherus 
'Her pictures aren't 
exactly confessional - 
there's an element of 
mystery or suppressed 
narrative 

 
 
 

Head #13, by Philip-Lorca 
diCorcia 
'DiCorcia's most recent work, 
a series called Heads, was 
photographed from a hidden 
camera in a Times Square 
subway... ' 

 
 
 
 
 



Head #23, by Philip-Lorca 
diCorcia 
'... a flash bulb popping over the 
head of unsuspecting, miles-
away New Yorkers.' 

 
 
 
 

 

Thomas Ruff, h.w.b.03, 2001 
'In the 1980s, Thomas Ruff 
began work on a series of 
portraits that aimed to reveal 
nothing about his subjects... ' 

 
 
 

 

Thomas Ruff Portrait 
'He photographed family and 
friends, and asked them to 
look completely blank and 
expressionless... ' 

 
 



 

 

Thomas Ruff Portrait, 
2001 
'... Like archetypal 
passport photos... young 
people with dead eyes 
and empty faces.' 

 
 
 

 

Goftare Nik series, 
2000/01, Shirana Shahbazi 
'Her photograph of Tehran 
with a motorway in the 
foreground and snowcapped 
mountains behind could 
almost quality as one of 
Martin Parr's boring 
postcards... ' 

 
 



Goftare Nik series, 
2000/01, Shirana 
Shahbazi 
'Her photographs of 
contemporary Iran 
look very different from 
the black-and-white 
images we are used to 
seeing... ' 

 
 
 

Goftare Nik series, 
2000/01, Shirana 
Shahbazi 
'... they aim neither to 
romanticise nor 
exoticise their 
subjects... ' 

 
 
 



Goftare Nik series, 
2000/01, Shirana 
Shahbazi 
'... a mother bending to 
tie her son's shoelace, or 
an office worker in 
chador doing a bit of 
filing.' 

 


