Overall report Photography Sectorday

Monday 7th March 2022 — Organised by Kunstenpunt, hosted by FOMU

Introduction

Having had to postpone the original organised date in 2021, the Photography Sector Day was
re-scheduled, conveniently coinciding with the first day in Belgium in which protective face masks
were no longer obligatory. Therefore, there was a certain sense of relaxed freedom churning
through-out the crowd, as attendees could engage and interact with each other more naturally. It
certainly did feel liberating to be in a room full of people without restrictions. This was a new
chapter for our daily way of living, as it was a new chapter for photography in Belgium.

The Photography Sector Day is a series of educational and interactive discussions on
various topics, alongside a keynote conversation and a concluding report followed by an open
discussion about the future for a platform in photography.

As the guests rolled in from the sunny, but windy grounds, into the foyer at FOMU, they were
greeted and offered a booklet. This booklet contained the introduction, programme of the day, an
essay written by Stefan Vanthuyne and a list of all the participants. A stand with coffee and tea
welcomed the guests to kick-start the day with. Just after ten, the cinema room was filled with
anticipation as people took their seats to receive a warm welcome by Maartje Strubbe and Lisa
Kinnear. To get the ball rolling, a keynote interview was conducted by Inge Henneman, interviewing
photographer Mashid Mohadjerin.

Conversation between Mashid Mohadjerin and Inge Henneman

Mashid obtained an MFA at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Antwerp in 2002 and since then
has addressed topics such as migration, the representation of gender, female bodies in resistance,
refugees and the quest for cultural identity. She has worked as a documentary photographer and
photojournalist, commissioned by The New York Times, Le Monde, De Morgen, De Standaard
Magazine and more. ‘Freedom is not Free’ is the result of her PhD, a kaleidoscopic weaving of the
societal and the personal, a book that won the Author Book Award at the photography festival
Rencontres d'Arles in 2021.

This interview aimed to discuss Mashids™ roots, her photographic search and her career: the
challenges that she met, the opportunities she got, the chances she missed and the struggles she
went through.

The conversation commenced with a general question, asking if Mashids’ story is relatable,
or recognisable, for the people in the room? The first official question that was asked to Mashid
was, why had she hesitated to agree to join the day and to be interviewed? This question was
unravelled a little further as it was pointed out that we were sitting in a room predominantly filled
with white people. This prompted Mashid to say that she questioned if her role, as an Iranian
female photographer, was simply ticking boxes, as a fitting diverse profile to invite. The topic of
inclusivity is discussed more in depth further in the interview.

Secondly, comes the discussion of money (a taboo). How did Mashid get by? The answer
vocalised that she was lost on what to do after she graduated. Mashid did not have the education,
or the resources as we may have now, so it was an initial bumpy ride on figuring out the journey.
However, every grant, assignment and small amount of exposure, helped Mashid to keep going.
These were obtained alongside other jobs, to gather enough money to go onwards with projects
that she had in mind and wanted to see through. Not being part of any type of community, or
network, made it much more difficult for Mashid, who then highlighted the importance to access a
platform in photography in order to reach out to a surrounding support system.

Is the artistic PhD a new way of gaining financial autonomy to become an artist that is not
dependent on the market to see-through commissions? As pointed out, there is no formula that fits
all, but since Mashid was ten years into her practice when she began her PhD at the Royal
Academy of Fine Arts Antwerp, she had developed and enriched her initial skills to go forth
(successfully) with her PhD. Mashid wonders if it is too soon of a commitment for fresh graduates
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to dive into an educational responsibility such as this. However, to be connected to an institution
and receive feedback against the loneliness and individualism of photography is valuable.

The interview goes on to compare the openness of the media in the United States to the
media in Belgium. Mashid answers that working in the United States proved to be more open to
her frequent calls. Editors were more acceptable to take her on board for assignments. However,
she was advised to gather recognition and to win prizes, that would add slowly but surely to her
credibility and to her confidence as a photographer.

Mashid has a lot of experiencing travelling, developing her practice internationally. This
happened over a trajectory of many years, by contacting people that have been active in the field.
“It helps to talk to people, to connect to people, and that is how I built my network”. This network
remains sustainable, continuing to share information. Mashid states that this is an exciting part of
the prospect of a photography platform - sharing contacts and experiences, as well as doubts and
fear with peers.

At the start of her career, Mashid did a lot of commissions, and more recently, commissions
for cultural institutes. One example is the fashion museum in Antwerp (MOMU) with her
collaborative ‘“Textiles as Resistance’ project. Did she have a lot of freedom to work in an
autonomous way as an artist, or did she have to fill in something that MOMU already had in mind?
Mashid made this project alongside journalist Samira Bendadi, together they had a positive
experience and a lot of freedom, the only limitation being the collaboration itself. Was it word over
image or vise-versa? How could they obtain a balance between the written word and the image so
that they would stand on the same level? Mashid previously worked for The Red Starline. She
brought up the fact that it was difficult for her to know what to base her pricing on, because there
were no existing policies or guidelines. This is an aspect that would be beneficial with the platform
and something that should be introduced for commissioned photographers (a calculator).

Back to the question of inclusiveness, from her position as a Flemish or Belgium
photographer, how could Mashid testify on blind spots that she encountered in the Belgium
environment? How could we change it so that there was more open to a plurality of voices? Mashid
responds that a personal vision from institutions and editors would help a lot. If there was more
diversity in the institutions, then they would have more contacts. When it comes to publications,
such as global newspapers, there is a major problem with diversity. For example, there are no
Arabic speaking people in a newspaper, when they often report on Arabic speaking countries. If
there is an openness to looking at the world, then that would really help. To do that, there should
be specific grants for people with less, or no, financial support. Being an artist, Mashid says, you
must be able to afford to be an artist and to be a photographer. So, it is not only a question of
colour, but also of economic equality. When you look at it globally, perhaps it is a matter of financial
status more than people of colour.

As well as this, educational institutions should not only look at western photographers or
artists because the influence that they have on the aesthetics of their students is prominent. If they
include more diversity, then the range of aesthetic influence is wider.

To conclude the talk, Mashid states that photographers absolutely have the responsibility to
represent the world, to be out there and to document it.

The Thematic Discussions

The main portion of the day was dedicated to thematic discussions, divided between the late
morning and early afternoon. Different groups were situated in various places around FOMU,
where they sat and discussed or listened for around an hour and a half per part.

Topics in part I:

Fair practises and subsidies
Internationalism and visibility
Inclusivity and plurality of voices
Commissioning policy

Topics in part Il:

. Fair Practise and subsidies
. Support and development
. Internationalisation and visibility



. Archival care and legacies

Each group offered an open and safe platform where participants could either sit and listen or raise
questions and doubts to a panel consisting of those active in the industry, the educational institutes
and the cultural institutes. This was a place for people to discover and to share their frustrations,
the difficulties that they may face as an artist or a teacher or a starting photographer.

The feedback session, that took place mid-afternoon in the cinema room, revealed the depths of
the day that had swiftly gone by. A representative from each thematic discussion took to the stage
to share with the audience the report of their groups.

1. Fair practices and subsidies with speakers Maria Baoli, Arian Christiaens, Katrin Kamrau,
Dirk de Wit and Maartje Stubbe.

These two conversations mainly approached the angle of fair pay, sitting together with practitioners
but also professionals supporting practitioners from the French and Flemish speaking communities
in Belgium. Dirk De Wit from Kunstenpunt/Flanders Art Institute introduced the ‘Juist is

Juist’ (what's right is right) campaign alongside introductions from Maria Baoli, a practitioner
working from Brussels and Arian Christians based in Ghent. What became evident from the
discussion, in which participants wrote down questions on a post-it note, placing it in the middle of
the floor, is that there is a clear need for guidelines as a support to motivate practitioners and why
they ask a certain fee for their work. As well as this, what they felt was there is a need to have a
dialogue between the Flemish subsidies’ art scene, which is yet another pillar in the artistic field
and photographic practices. As a future angle for the platform, there is a need for tools not only in
the art scene, but also for commissions and for the publishing field. In the first conversation, it was
present that publishing is a tool to communicate and support your work. Lastly, there was a big
enthusiasm for peer-to-peer exchange and to learn from each other, which should resonate across
the platform.

WWW.juistisjuist.be

2. Support and development moderated by Maarten Vavolsem with speakers Hanne Lamon,
Johannes Elebaut, Anja Hellebaut and Mieke Coppieters

This was a lively discussion about what it means to start professional activities, and what a
platform can do when you begin with these activities in the field of photography. The main idea was
that there should be a main goal for the photography platform. If the platform wants to be
successful, then physical meetings on a regular basis that are themed would increase the chances
of the platform circulating, expanding and therefore surviving. It was clear from the group
discussion that there is a need to share knowledge and infrastructure; the platform is therefore
desirable, and it can make a difference to the photography field in Belgium. The platform should
absolutely be for everyone, not necessarily because of diversity, but because knowledge from
diverse fields and sources is fundamental in the relativity of the platform.

3. Internationalism and visibility moderated by Lissa Kinnear with speakers Bruno V. Roels,
Rein Deslé and Stefan Vanthuyne.

The questions that were raised in this talk mainly revolved around networking and opportunities for
artists. In this session practitioners asked, what are the doors to succeed internationally with your
work? How can you build a network? Bruno V. Roels (photographer) advocated for artists not to
give up; that amongst all the rejections you may receive, it only takes one yes to get that door open
and get a network going. A good way to go about this is to avoid direct questions but ask indirect
questions. An example of a direct question is ‘will you buy this work?’, ‘will you be my gallerist?’,
‘what do you think of my work?’ — the smarter approach is to ask indirect questions such as, ‘Who
do you think will be interested in my work?’, “‘Who do you think can be inspiring for me?’. One main
conclusion is that you need to be lucky, but that luck will only be on the table if you keep being
determined. Rein Deslé (curator FOMU) discussed similar problems, but from a curator’s
perspective. The direct questions are not the way forward. It is more interesting to invite people for
studio visits. Who will receive your portfolio? |s it suitable for that person or institution? Clarity is
essential.
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On top of this, every master class you participate in, or every workshop you attend, will add to
your resume and help you to place your practice.

Stefan Vanthuyne (writer, lecturer and founder of the Belgium Platform for Photobook) states
that most importantly, your work must be good. It should be clear what you are saying and who you
are. Think about your medium, considering that photobooks do not generate profit, does your work
suit a photobook?

To conclude, the main advice was to broaden your practice as much as possible. To do this,
think about residencies, festivals (Unseen, Paris Photo, Darby Festival, Art Basel, Photo London),
master classes and open calls, etc. All of these will help to build a community and presence.

4. Inclusivity and plurality of voices moderated by Ruth Loos with speakers Danial shah,
Guinevere Ras and Ans Brys

The conclusion for this discussion is that it has already failed. As the audience was invited to look
around them, it was acknowledged that the attendants and the panel were not diverse. This is
problematic. There are a lot of examples and situations discussed in groups of people who face
difficulties. There are two points. Point one is to make the industry more diverse, making sure that
as a sector there is plurality of voices, equality, etc. Part two is to make sure that as an image
maker, you work inclusively, considering a certain amount of ethics. Very soon, a group discussion
evolved, concluding that there doesn’t need to be a group about diversity, but that it must be
implemented in everything we do. How do we do this? It starts with education. Always hold yourself
accountable but also other people in the industry, always ask yourself, is this diverse? Are we
inclusive?

What the platform can do is map out and share initiatives, efforts, resources, good practices,
organisations, etc. As well as this, provide a toolkit and guidelines on how to implement diversity.
This also means changing the language that we use in a photographical language: we don't
‘shoot’, we don't ‘take an image’, this is not ‘our subject’. To end with a quote, “visual storytelling at
its best upholds integrity, respect, transparency and accountability. Now is the time to work
together to build a sustainable industry that is accessible, equitable and inclusive for all. Anything
less impedes our ability to be a general mirror to the world.”

5.  Commissioning policy moderated by Steven Humblet with speakers Antje Van Wichelen,
Nick Hannes, Jan Kempenaers, Cateau Robberechts and Egon Verleye & Petrus Kemme.

The debate started with the problem of what we mean when we talk about ‘commission’. There is a
difference between commission and assignment (closed and defined by the client). Jan and Nick
responded to the difference between assignments and commissions. The same difference
appeared in the working of the architectural institutions. For example, the Vlaams Bouwmeester
has more of an assignment policy towards photography, whereas the Vlaams Architectuurinstituut
works with the review that they have every two years, as a kind of open commission. How do they
use photography in their institutions and how do they structure and select photographers?

At the end it was clear, certainly from the organisations, that they wanted to have a platform in
photography because they are aware that they do not have the same expertise in photography.
Their choices, when they hire a photographer, is based on what they already know, therefore a
steering committee is valuable.

It also works the other way round, so it is interesting for photographers to have a connection
with institutions because there is expertise at hand that can be used in their work. For example,
with architectural organisations, photographers can receive insights into buildings in order to create
richer images of that building. The organisations are asking for a platform, to start it as fast as
possible. There will be a follow up, where other institutions are invited such as archive institutes
and museums.

6. Archival Care and legacies moderated by Laura Herman with speakers Rebecca Wilton,
Sylvia van Peteghem, Leonard Pongo, Aglaia Konrad, Stella Lohaus, Inge Henneman, Ann
Deckers, Bart Magnus and Jan Stuyck.

Rebecca Wilton (on behalf of Lighting the Archive) questions, how do we deal with archives and
estates? Is one system possible? Light the Archive proposes the interview as a methodology to
understand how different photographers deal with their archive, and what system could be good for
them. Some quotes from Rebecca’s presentation:



. “A good system is a luxury good; it costs a lot of time and money, only successful artists

can afford them”

“What is a system?”

“What should be part of the archive?”

“What is worth saving?”

“Which databases should be used in a process?”

“How can we care for meaningful bodies of work? How can we make sure that they are not

forgotten?”

. “Is a central institute necessary, giving the fact that there are so many different
approaches?”

https://lightingthearchive.org/

Sylvia van Peteghem (librarian and researcher) stresses the importance of using metadata and
describing your photographs, for example, making sure that faces in photos are named, because
over time, those faces will potentially be forgotten. If you are working with a living photographer,
then let them select the work that they want to be known for. Use acid-free stickers on your
negatives.

Stella Lohaus (curator and founder of sos Nalatenschappen) communicated about her late father's
estate (the sculptor Bernd Lohaus). Stella made a distinction between the collection and the
archive (where the photographs of artworks belong). This raises the role of photography as a
documentary level in the artist’s archive. Stella raised the issue of the fear that is felt to share the
archive, recognising that the archive is important to be shared with the world (unlocking the
archive). “An archive is a garbage bag you don't put outside”. You must look at the archive of an
artist to unlock the archive, because an archive can have filters such as a private filter and public
filter.

If you were close to the deceased, you must detach yourself from it. An artist creates to say
something in the world, and by inheriting, you are the heir to their archive, their voice. It is not
necessarily yours to keep though. It is therefore interesting to create groups of peers to discuss the
archive, to help you to let it go and to open it.

Jan Stuyck (Flanders Art Archives Centre — M HKA) talked about the support for artists when it
comes to their archival care, giving concrete advice by teaching about databases, making
inventories and highlighted the importance of preserving time-based art such as performances. Jan
stated, “documentation is as valuable and interesting as the artwork itself”.

Inge Henneman (lecturer and writer, administrator of the artistic estate of Joris Ghekiere) spoke
about the importance in ordering and deciding the oeuvre, affirming that it is a strange position to
be in-between the private and the public. Most of all, Inge is passionate about starting a network of
people that are in the same situation, to get in touch and re-group.

Ann Deckers (head of collection at FOMU) highlighted the significance of the dialogue with the
artist and the collector, contradicting some other speakers by stating that it is important to keep all
work, not to make a pre-selection so to say. This is because it is common for artists to throw away
parts of their archive. However, the archive has different filters, and over time, you may view your
archive differently, so think twice before you decide for yourself whether it is worthy or not.

Bart Magnus (Meemoo — Vlaams Instituut voor het Archief). Meemoo deals with digital heritage
and other carriers. “Artists are not archivists' - many artists do not know how to tend to their
archive. There are basic rules, and perhaps they should be implanted into education institutes.
How do you name your files? Do you know what Metadata is? Care for your archive correctly.
https://meemoo.be/en

Aglaia Konrad (artist) questions if everything should be kept? What does somebody do with it? She
considers the books made about her work as an artist book, not a catalogue. In Germany and
Austria, it is common for institutions to take material before an artist deceases so there is a
dialogue. Lots of her artistic work is also being created by reading back the archive, so in this term
the archive is an interesting container because the perspective changes, which becomes an
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argument for not throwing things away. She doesn't have children, and so she does not know what
to do with it, because for somebody to take care of it, it is a hell of a job.

Leonard Congo (photographer). In terms of photojournalistic work, Leonard works a lot with film,
making a system with images in folders that are classified by dates with a huge description,
including names and contexts, which is done mainly because of forgetfulness. He does this all by
himself, scanning his film in a high resolution. The digital archive is a bit more complicated in terms
of back-ups.

Leonard works with an agency; legacy was a confronted point because he was asked to craft
a will with his agency in case something happened to him; so that they knew what to do with his
archive. He also teaches in Kinshasa and tries to motivate his students to use an archival system
that is readable by others. This is very foreign to his students, but Leonard finds it very important in
the teaching system. In the context of Congo, it is very important because there is a big archive
that was made up until the 1960°s and it is a lot of press work. There is no base today of what
images are created in Congolese context that relates to Congolese history. There are systems that
could exist for creating, recording, backing up. There are archivists or collectors in Congo who own
prints from photographers, but they do not know how to make them accessible for students to see.
In terms of institutions, there isn't one for ensuring the legacy.

To conclude archival care and legacies: there is a problem with selection, with different ideas on
selection. There needs to be a toolbox, or a guideline, for people to know how to care for their
archive. We also need to map out all the initiatives that are available for people to go to. As well as
this, the balance between the rigid categorisation and the personal approach should be considered
as well as the decolonisation of the archive, carefully considering geography and classifications we
assign to it.

Overall conclusion

Higher institutions need to take responsibility to start a platform, however this goes the other way in
which you, the people, need to take responsibility to activate and have the initiative to keep a
photography platform in Belgium alive. It is clear that there wasn't enough time to go over
everything that wanted or needed to be said, or perhaps to go into deeper discussions. Following
this, it would be interesting to dedicate different days to various themes that were covered (and
more), in order to define the conclusions of the discussion with more time and precision.

There is a desire to collect all the details, information and contacts that were brought up today
and to create a website that hosts all the information. This would mean delegating the
responsibility to one person, who can be hired through an organisation that wants to finance and
support the photography platform.

This platform should be created today. Is it evident that a large portion of people working in the
photography industry in Belgium want this to happen, and it could generate a more active, equal
and engaging photography society in Flanders and Wallonia.

The day ended with a networking drink in the FOMU bar. People were positive, reflecting on
the day and hopefully going home with more knowledge, and more motivation to create an open
platform for photography in Belgium this year.



