
260 Daria IOAN

At the end of May this year, in 
London, the Somerset House hosted 
one of the most prestigious competi-
tions worldwide.  Each category had a 
precise theme and the selected photog-
raphers received specifi c briefs to work 
on.  The Cinema and Media Department 
of the Theater and Television Faculty of 
the Babeş-Bolyai University from Cluj-
Napoca had one student selected among 
the Student Focus competition ten fi -
nalists: Sebastian Văcăriuc, second year 
of study in the Cinema-Photography-
Media section. The theme on which 
he had worked and earned his selec-
tion at the SWPA was Tomorrow’s News. 
Sebastian chose to participate with an ur-
ban landscape surrounding the fi gure of 
a tired old man walking somewhere at 
the edge of the city of Cluj-Napoca, near-
by the Mănăştur neighborhood. The im-
age was much appreciated because of 
its composition quality and contrast of 
the elements within the frame. The Old 
man walking on a fi eld where the city ends, 
as Sebastian named his winning photo-
graph, had a profound expression depict-
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ing the grey scale of the Romanian nowa-
days society, with its old generation who 
wander without having the fi nancial pos-
sibility to have activities that could pro-
vide them with a social life after retir-
ing. The grim ambient represented by an 
old communist block of fl ats in the back-
ground completed the juxtaposition of el-
ements belonging to an ancient state of 
things and the problematic meaning of 
their presence today in this geo-political 
context. Concerning the technical part of 
this composition, the Romanian student 
decided to use a contrejour lighting of his 
subject, emphasizing the silhouett e of the 
old man walking around and having no 
other than himself engaged in his appar-
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ent inner dialogue. The photograph was presented in black and white, reminding the 
old photographs that people took mostly in Romania before the fall of the communist 
regime. But why would such an image – turned more towards the past than the future 
– represent “tomorrow’s news”? Maybe it is because, from a social and political point 
of view, there is no news in Romania. The members of the competition’s jury decided 
it was a suitable image for the complex theme of the selection and Sebastian received 
a second brief to work on, this time competing for the big award of the same section, 
entitled Selfi e. The last assignment was a hard task indeed, especially for the reason 
that the ten young fi nalists of the WPO’s Student Focus competition had each one a 
unique artistic voice that could not easily work on a typically common nowadays so-
cial media trend. The Babeş-Bolyai student refused to work on this subject using the 
usual selfi e photographic elements, like the camera’s distance from the subject and an-
gles. He decided instead to build a series of urban self-portraits, entitled A shadow in 
the city. In this new body of work, the main subject, the self, hided beyond a long-ex-
posure obtained trace of a silhouett e passing by deserted or demolished landscapes. 
All the urban sites that appear in this chain of self-representations show his profound 
att achment to certain aesthetics of the contemporary Romanian visual common plac-
es: abandoned factories and trains, decrepit windowless houses, empty roads, falling 
brick and concrete walls and deserted industrial buildings, where one can fi nd any-
thing but order. The relation to the body is very well structured in each one of these 
images, which were presented once again in black and white. Văcăriuc found shape 
similarities between his “shadow” and factory towers, highway marks or he simply 
used the framing off ered by a series of broken windows to create painting-like self-
portraits. The result is a gloomy story of a shadow traversing uncanny urban spac-
es, which could be considered quite far from the colorful selfi e universe that took over 
the internet. But this case was not unique among the ten young fi nalists of the SWPA. 
Rahul Talukder from Bangladesh chose to represent himself through a series of spe-
cifi c objects, Nadia Navarro from Argentina build a series of images representing her 
dreams, while Li Dandan from China confronted the jury with her childhood mem-
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ories, destined to recompose a personality lost in the deep Chinese countryside. The 
winner of the competition, Scarlet Evans from the United Kingdom, appeared to be 
the closest to the theme of the fi nal brief. Her self-portraits realized using the same dis-
tance from the camera, as well as a repeated expression of her face placed in diff erent 
favorite or frequently visited environments had also a critic side on the selfi e mode of 
photographing. The mood that dominated Evans’ series touched the lack of any ex-
pression of feeling. The face appearing in each image is serious, almost blank. There 
seems to be no connection with the changing background. The selfi e trend tends to be 
represented by the opposite: a happy mood of faces smiling, engaged to show the oth-
ers how good they feel in the places they reached or with the people by their side in 
the picture. Evans’ approach was a mature meditation on the competition’s subject, 
which problematized today’s media addicted society. The Romanian presence at the 
SWPA brought though another socia l aspect: the impossibility of escaping the main-
stream consumer society, together with its media trends. An idea that guided Sebastian 
Văcăriuc in his visual essay was the impossibility of escaping the frame, not only from 
a photographic point of view, but also from a philosophical one – the concept of deter-
mination of the human being.

The urban resonances were multiple as well in other categories of the SWPA 2014. 
The photographer Viviana Perett i, from Italy, winner of the Arts&Culture competi-
tion, depicted the peculiarity of the city night life. The Architecture competition was 
won by the French photographer Ludovic Maillard, who presented the beauty of con-
crete a huge building’s complex in a strongly urban perspective. The winner of L’Iris 
d’Or, the most distinguished prize of SWPA’s competition went to the American pho-
tographer Naomi Lewkowitz , whose body of work was an immersion in a domestic 
violence universe. The protagonist family of her series was photographed going out 
in the city but especially at home, where any gaze of happiness turned into a tensed 
and dangerous milieu for the woman, physically abused by her husband and father 
of their daughter. In this photographic story, the city seems to allow breathe the cou-
ple, in contrast to the twisted atmosphere of the inside of their home, where violence 
arises and nobody can hear or help the one who takes it. This interesting perspective 
brought value to Lewkowitz ’s intimate social series. 

In the world of photography, urban stories are to be frequently encountered. The 
city’s presence is to be felt in the work of photographers worldwide. But each one has 
his inner city, with its hidden maps and corners of peace or disturbing sensations. Each 
photographer’s sensibility relate to this kind of space in particular ways. Some of them 
are in search of public places; some of them prefer the estranged marginal universes, 
while some of them purely enjoy the diversity of shapes and colors, the peculiarity of 
the people living at the heart of the metropolis. The SWPA this year off ered to their au-
dience a large range of these urban occurrences, reminding that the forms of the city 
are ever-changing like the shape of the clouds.  


