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In a world of images, meet 12 photographers and experts in the field who turn a careful lens to document our time,
inspire us to take a closer look at reality, and challenge us to understand a different perspective.

PHOTOS
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RENOWNED PHOTOGRAPHER
EDWARD BURTYNSKY
CONNECTS PEOPLE TO THE
WORLD THROUGH HIS IMAGES
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Homesteads #29, Walkerville,
Montana, 1985. A “very artful, but
also very deadpan” depiction of
human-shaped landscapes.
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from the beginning. But in another sense, he
was very much like any other art student, he
was trying out different styles,” says Roth.
Having benefited from the instructors
who exposed him to a number of different
influences, Burtynsky was driven to help
shape the next generation of artists. “He
doesn’t trumpet it, but he’s donated more
money than anybody to support the growth
of our collection,” says Roth.

The first collection of 142 images reveals Burtynsky’s transition
to bigger and bigger projects, from farms to factories to rail cuts.
It also shows his early move to colour. In the late ’70s, Burtynsky
explains, almost all art photographers were shooting in black and
white, and colour was taught for those interested in commercial
photography—“cars, bottles, clothing.” The fact that colour was
“so lightly explored” in art photography at the time was what drew
him toward it. “I find it interesting to push boundaries,” he says.
Burtynsky’s eye for colour is evident early on. In one image in
the collection, women chat across a conveyor belt, packing apples.

The blues and yellows pop and harmonize
like an ad, in juxtaposition to the everyday
banality of the scene. These early photos
may not look like what we know “a Burtynsky” to be today, notes Roth, but we see
themes in his oeuvre appearing.
“You can absolutely feel his vision, how
he’s looking at the interaction between
man and machine, between man and
nature,” says Roth. Burtynsky experienced
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“It literally gave me a free pass to be an alien, as if I was an
alien looking at what this species, humans, is doing to the planet,”
explained Burtynsky, through his electric car’s Bluetooth speaker,
as he drove from a meeting in Toronto in early March.
For Gooblar’s assignment, Burtynsky shot old shipping canals
in St. Catharines, where his parents, newcomers from Ukraine,
raised him and his siblings. His father, who worked at an auto
plant, purchased cameras and a dark room from an amateur photographer when Burtynsky was 11, sparking an early fascination.
The black and white shipping canal prints are part of a donation
that Burtynsky is giving to the Ryerson Image Centre (RIC) this
year. This gift is the first of a multi-year donation, each representing about a decade of Burtynsky’s career. With the archive, Ryerson will hold the largest institutional collection of his work. Burtynsky, an Alumni Award Achievement recipient, says the centre is
“near and dear to my heart” and he wants his work to be accessible to students and researchers when it’s not being exhibited. “It’s
kind of a live, active place to put my collection,” he says.
Paul Roth, director of the RIC, helped to curate the collection,
one that powerfully chronicles the progression of his vision. “Ed was
really preternatural. He had a sense of what he wanted to do right
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Edward Burtynsky (Photographic Arts,
’82) is world-renowned for his massive,
incredibly detailed and arresting vistas of
places we wouldn’t otherwise see: the turquoise pools of lithium mines; oil pump
jacks and rigs that stretch into the vast horizon; jagged slabs of a gargantuan marble
quarry. His works give you the feeling that
you’ve stepped into them. This is not only
because of their scale—his photos are frequently displayed as 60-by-80-inch prints,
and more recently, a select few have been
released as 10-by-20-feet murals. It’s also
their detail, like how you can make out the
logo on a plastic bottle in a mountain of garbage. His career documenting human-created landscapes began at Ryerson, when
his instructor, Rob Gooblar, assigned the
class to photograph “evidence of man.”
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Railcuts #11, C.N.
Track, Thompson River,
British Columbia, 1985.
The rail cut images
show the “beginning of a
Burtynsky viewpoint.”
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Ayaan is a community activist in Toronto.

Faye is a tattoo artist in Vancouver.
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When photographic arts
student Alia Youssef
(Image Arts ’17) walked
into her Women in Islam
course in her fourth year
at Ryerson, little did she
know she’d get an idea that
would change her life.
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Photographs by Alia Youssef
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HOW ALIA YOUSSEF IS
CHALLENGING STEREOTYPES
OF MUSLIM WOMEN
ONE PHOTO AT A TIME
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“During that class, we were discussing
media representation of Muslim women
and I’d heard a classmate say that they were
tired of all Muslim women being painted
with the same brush, and it was a light bulb
moment for me,” recalls Youssef, who is set
to graduate from the master’s program in
Documentary Media at Ryerson this fall.
“When I moved to Canada from Cairo
post-9/11, I became very aware of all the
negative and one-dimensional stereotypes
that exist about the Muslim community … I
realized that for my thesis project I wanted
to photograph Muslim women and show the
diversity of not only how we look, but our
stories and experiences.”
For The Sisters Project—named after a
common term of endearment between
Muslim women—Youssef started pho tographing women she was connected
to through friends, family and school,
and posting their images and stories on
Instagram and a blog.
Youssef continued the project post-graduation, eventually photographing 160 women
in 12 cities across Canada, and exhibiting
the photos at the Ryerson Image Centre
in the fall of 2018. Word spread about
Youssef’s project, which includes striking
portraits of diverse Muslim women, ranging from a lawyer to a yoga studio owner to
a program manager of a British Columbia
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Nourin, photographed in St. John’s.
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Uma is an educator and poet in Calgary.

Aya is a journalist in Hallifax.
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CATCHING CRIMINALS
FRAME-BY-FRAME
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FORENSIC VIDEO ANALYST PRESERVES DIGITAL
EVIDENCE FOR THE TORONTO POLICE SERVICE
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“DIVERSIFYING
REPRESENTATION IN
PHOTOGRAPHY CAN
ONLY BE DONE IF YOU
DIVERSIFY WHO IS
BEHIND THE LENS”
shown in such places as Times Square
and London’s Piccadilly Circus, in Oprah
Magazine, Glamour magazine and Toronto
Transit Commission (TTC) stations.
It’s a big deal to Youssef, who points out
that, globally, female photographers take
only five to 10 per cent of advertising and
media photographs. “I believe that diversifying representation in photography can
only be done if you diversify who is behind
the lens taking the photograph,” she says.
Youssef doesn’t only rely on images to
share stories of Muslim women. She interviewed the women she photographed in The
Sisters Project and included information
about them in the captions. In December
2019, Youssef wrote a story for The Globe

and Mail that used text and photos to profile six Muslim women affected by Quebec’s
religious symbols law (formerly Bill 21). Text
complements photos by providing “a deeper
insight into who those people are,” she says.
The opportunity to tell a story by combining text with photographs—and also
to connect with a wider community—has
made Instagram a key platform for Youssef.
“People are able to comment and follow
one another and connect with one another,
and create friendships, so Instagram has
been an integral part of building a community through my projects. It’s been exciting
to see the sisterhood form and grow.”
Youssef’s latest project takes The Sisters
Project a step further, focusing on intergenerational portraits of Muslim families.
Due to Islamophobic and xenophobic
rhetoric, “many myths and stereotypes exist
about Muslim communities that have overshadowed our histories and experiences
within Canada,” says Youssef. “So we hear
phrases such as ‘go back to your country.’

Anum, a physiotherapy student
pictured in Saskatoon.

My aim with this project is to complicate the
homogeneous depictions of Muslim communities by asserting an intergenerational
record of our experiences through a gendered lens. I want to create a space where
Muslim women can reclaim their representaion and narratives, past and present, that
have largely been rendered absent.”
This project, Generations, was to be exhibited at the Prefix Institute of Contemporary
Art as part of the DocNow Festival this summer. However, because of the pandemic,
that will be postponed. Instead, Youssef will
launch the project as an online exhibit.
As a portrait photographer, Youssef ’s
work has “halted to a stop” because of the
pandemic, she said in April. “I’m currently
spending time working on the writing components of my new project. It’s really difficult not being able to work at the moment,
but the pandemic has given me extra appreciation for the fact that I get to do what I love
as a career.” For more information, visit
thesistersproject.ca.
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rainforest-focused environmental organization. Her project has been covered by
media outlets such as BuzzFeed, the Globe
and Mail, Refinery29 and ELLE Magazine.
“I never dreamed [this project] would
get the kind of attention and success that it
did,” says Youssef, who was recently invited
to speak about her project for WE Day, and
at the Aga Khan Museum, in Toronto.
The project’s theme of representation
has also resonated with global brands.
Youssef ’s photos are featured in Project
#ShowUs, a partnership between Getty
Images, Dove and the agency GirlGaze,
which is creating a catalogue of more than
5,000 stock images that redefine beauty
stereotypes. For the catalogue, she photographed Mehnhaz, a master’s pharmaceutical student who had been part of The Sisters
Project, doing everyday things: going to the
library, studying, hanging out at home and
going to the lab. Her images of Mehnhaz
were used to advertise the entire project
when it launched in 2018, and have been

Community activist Khadija in Ottawa.

you’re not losing pieces or having
files go corrupt is incredibly
important,” she says. Once she’s
created a duplicate, Joslin can
use techniques and software to
clarify the licence plate of a car in
low-resolution CCTV video or edit
two cameras’ videos together so
an individual’s movements can be
viewed continuously. Eventually,
she’ll verify the evidence in court.
Joslin became interested in
digital forensics while doing her
master’s at Ryerson. She read
about the tools and techniques
for her thesis—which was a
workflow for the Archives of
Ontario on processing born
digital files on physical carriers,
like USB drives and cell phones.
Viewing videos of crimes on a
daily basis “definitely takes a lot of
emotional labour,” says Joslin, but
she keeps things in perspective,
knowing that what she’s viewing
are single events in a city of
millions. Plus, she’s fascinated by
the research and policy questions
posed by the work, such as what
are the technical and ethical
implications of capturing live
stream videos from social media
as evidence? One day, Joslin
hopes to pursue a PhD to answer
these questions. For now, she
has files to process and secure—
stat.—Wendy Glauser
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Teacher and coach Saadia in Montreal.

When Blanche Joslin copies
a hard drive or brings out detail
on a piece of footage, there’s a
sense of urgency. “It could be the
difference between catching a
person before they do the next
crime or not,” says Joslin (Film
and Photography Preservation
and Collections Management ’18).
Joslin has been working as
a forensic video analyst in the
Homicide Unit for the Toronto
Police Service since January
2019. In the role, she meticulously
copies and backs up footage that
is believed to contain evidence,
and she uses software to enhance
the photographic material. Most
of the footage comes from CCTV
cameras. “The detectives can’t
tell us what they’re looking for.
They can’t say, ‘I want you to find
that gun’,” says Joslin. “Instead,
they tell us the time frames they
want clarified, and we do what we
can so they can see everything
possible during that portion.”
By following specific
processes, Joslin can create an
exact duplicate of a file without
damaging it or tampering with
evidence. She has to follow
meticulous rules about preserving
digital files for decades. “The
retention period for any homicide
evidence is forever. Archiving
and managing assets so that
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Afar militiamen in the
Danakil Depression,
photographed for the Nobel
Peace Prize exhibition.

AFRICA
NOBEL PEACE PRIZE
PHOTOGRAPHER FINBARR O’REILLY
SHARES THE SPOTLIGHT WITH
ETHIOPIAN COLLABORATORS

Photographs by
Finbarr O’Reilly
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Finbarr O’Reilly (Journalism ’97) is an
esteemed photojournalist. So esteemed, in
fact, that when he was named the Nobel
Peace Prize photographer in 2019, some
thought he’d won a prize that doesn’t actually exist.
“When the announcement was made
there was a lot of misunderstanding that
somehow there was a Nobel Peace Prize
for photography—which there isn’t,” says
O’Reilly. “So I was getting all these messages of congratulations.”
Congratulations were still in order,
however, as the award-winning photographer was commissioned by the Nobel
Peace Center to create an exhibition about
the work of the 2019 Peace Prize winner,
Ethiopia’s Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed Ali.
For this project, he decided to take an
innovative approach. “One of the most
pressing things in our industry is the issue
of representation and inclusivity,” O’Reilly
explains. So he asked Aida Muluneh, the
curator of the Addis Photo Festival, to
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Afar militia man in the
Danakil Depression,
photographed for the
Nobel Peace Prize
exhibition.
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Top: Newspapers for
hire in Addis Ababa.
Above: Prizewinning
photo of Dakar
fashion scene.
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Eritrea, ending a 20-year border war, to
his reforms granting amnesty to political
prisoners, lifting a state of emergency, and
appointing a cabinet in which half the ministers are women. The year-long exhibition
opened in December 2019 at the Nobel
Peace Center in Oslo.
“It was the first time Black photographers had been shown as part of the Nobel
Peace Prize exhibition, which was a historic

moment in terms of photography,” says
O’Reilly. “By entering into a collaboration
like this, everybody wins—the exhibition
becomes much deeper and much richer,
and the Nobel Peace Center gains by having a body of work that’s much more representative and interesting, and of course the
Ethiopian photographers also are included
on a global platform that they might not
otherwise have had.”

PHOTOGRAPH (SIDEBAR) MULUGETA AYENE
(FROM ADDIS FOTO FEST ARCHIVES)

collaborate with him. He felt it important
to have “African voices included in shaping the narrative around their own country. So it wasn’t just an outsider’s view of
what was happening.”
O’Reilly, Muluneh and seven Ethiopian
photographers collaborated to mount the
exhibition. Titled Crossroads Ethiopia, the
collection reveals the impact Ahmed Ali has
had—from his peace deal with neighbouring

O’Reilly says his motivation as a photographer has evolved over the years. While
most of his earlier work was in war zones—
experiences documented in his memoir
Shooting Ghosts—he’s now interested in
“everyday lives that people are living.”
Last year, for example, he won first prize
in the World Press Photo Award’s singles portraits category, for his photo of a
fashion shoot in Dakar, Senegal, where a

Franco-African fashion scene is thriving.
“The way the mainstream media portrays
stories from this part of the world has a certain sameness to it. I don’t necessarily want
to photograph the extremes that I was often
covering as a newswire journalist,” he says.
“Now I look [to create] more nuanced work
and work that, in a way, challenges people’s
perceptions of a place.”
Visit finbarr-oreilly.com.

The photo series Ethiopian
Spring by Mulugeta Ayene was
featured in the 2019 Nobel
Peace Prize exhibition. The
images reflect the sense of
liberation and hope of the
country upon the election of
the reformist Prime Minister
Abiy Ahmed Ali. In the photo
above, a man rides a horse
on Saturday, Sept. 15, 2018, in
Addis Ababa. The scene takes
place as thousands gather to
welcome returning leaders
of the once-banned Oromo
Liberation Front (OLF). The
OLF was removed from a list
of terror groups after Ahmed
took office, amid sweeping
reforms to bring opposition
groups back to politics.
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ETHIOPIAN SPRING
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OPPOSITIONAL
THROUGH HER WORK, ARTIST
MICHÈLE PEARSON CLARKE
QUESTIONS THE STATUS QUO
AND REVEALS THE HIDDEN
DEPTHS OF IMAGERY

GAZE

By Connor Garel
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“Art class was a nightmare,” says the artist Michèle Pearson Clarke. Growing up in
Trinidad in the 1970s and ’80s, she was not
encircled by the sort of contemporary art
she now finds herself creating. Back then,
she says, it was all drawing and painting—
forms that, in spite of her deep respect for
them, Clarke failed to master.
“I couldn’t draw, and I certainly couldn’t
paint,” she laments. “But that’s all we were
asked to do in school.”
Thankfully, her interest in other art persisted—a stubborn love inherited, perhaps,
from her late mother. The two would attend
gallery openings together, and her mother
devoted an entire wall in her home to paintings of Black women. “She liked to call them
her ‘Ladies,’” Clarke says.
This wall would leave a deeper impression on her than she knew at the time.
Today, Clarke is a well-known artist whose
photography, film, video and installation
work has been shown across Europe and
North America.
By nature, Clarke is an academic. Her
artistic practice didn’t come until much
later in her career. She has a master of fine
arts in Documentary Media from Ryerson
University, a master of social work from the
University of Toronto, a bachelor of arts in
psychology from Queen’s, and she might
have had a PhD from McGill, if she hadn’t
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Photograph by Lucy Lu
(Image Arts ’15)

left the clinical psychology program part way
through her first year.
This was partly due to her world being
rocked by her mother’s diagnosis with
pancreatic cancer, and partly due to the program. “The problem was the teachings were
all biomedical,” she says. “We were being
taught that people’s problems must exist
between their ears, and that all dysfunction
happens in the brain. But I was like, ‘Well,
what about gender? What about sexuality?
What about race?’”
These questions, though initially posed
decades ago, continue to guide her. Clarke
is interested in questioning omissions, and
using her work to correct them. “One motivation for my practice is to make the things I
always needed,” she says. “I’m always asking:
when something persists in the culture”—a
representation, for example—“and we know
it’s not true or incomplete, who is it serving?”
The answer, Clarke has found, is “those
in power.” She knows who is underserved,
and tries to pull back the curtain on those
feelings we’ve historically kept out of sight:
homesickness, grief, loss, longing—those
stinging, private moments we all experience
but often cannot find the words to express.
“There’s this sense that, as Black people,
we have to move through the world with
strength,” she says, when I ask how grief
might be mediated by identity. “And it’s
like what Claudia Rankine, the JamaicanAmerican poet and playwright, says: in
some ways, to be Black is to experience grief
or loss every day.”
Clarke believes the representation of Black
people in image making has often been limited by a focus on the abject, but only as it
relates to suffering as a result of racism,
homophobia and transphobia. She’s more
interested in studying what we think of as
negative emotional responses, and it’s this
temperament that seems to give her work
its curative feel—as though she’s answering
questions about how marginalized identities
factor into life’s turbulent times. “I’m very
mindful that I’m not a therapist. I’m an artist,” Clarke says. “Ultimately, though, I am
interested in healing and repair.”
It’s right there in the work. A Welcome
Weight On My Body (2018) documents her
shift from theory to practice in analogue
photography, part of her research on affect
and Black visuality, and what scholar and
author Sarah Lewis calls “representational
justice.” It’s Good To Be Needed (2013) sees

T H E P H OTO G R A P H Y I S S U E — M I C H È L E P E A R S O N C L A R K E

In her role as Toronto’s photo
laureate, Michèle Pearson
Clarke creates a dialogue on
contemporary issues.

