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José Alves (b. 1989, Portugal) is an emerging 
photographic artist who specialises in long-
term documentary and personal projects, mainly 
focusing his work on the issues of territory, and 
personal and collective identity. He has presented 
his work both in solo and group exhibitions in his 
home country and abroad. He has a Masters 
degree in human sciences as well as completed 
coursework in documentary and artistic 
photography graduate level classes. He is currently 
based in Braga, Portugal.

Cihad Caner (b. 1990, Turkey) is an artist living 
and working in Rotterdam and Istanbul who 
works primarily with photography, video, CGI 
and sculpture. In 2016, Caner graduated with a 
Master’s in Media Design and Communication from 
the Piet Zwart Institute, Rotterdam.

Federico Ciamei (b. 1974, Italy) focuses on the 
exploration of peoples’ desires and dreams: what 
drives them to search for something more than 
the basic needs and habits? He is currently based 
in Milan, where he works as a photographer for 
editorial projects, both on assignment and self-
produced, and collaborates with international 
magazines such as the NY Times, Wallpaper*, Le 
Monde and independent publications.

Ela Polkowska (b. 1977, Poland) has a MA 
degree in Art History from the Jagiellonian 
University in Krakow, Poland, and is currently a 
student of photography at the Institute of Creative 
Photography, Silesian University, Opava, Czech 
Republic. She is interested in documenting people, 
places and objects on the margin of everyday life, 
and subjects relegated from the dominant public 
memory or hidden from consciousness. She is 
currently based in Warsaw, Poland.

Rocco Venezia (b. 1991, Italy) explores mythology, 
literature and the European political and economic 
situation as the primary sources for his projects. He 
holds a first class honours degree in Documentary 
Photography from the University of South Wales 

in Newport. His latest work, Nekyia, is a book 
published in 2017 by Witty Kiwi. The monograph is 
part of the collection at the National Art Library of 
the Victoria & Albert Museum, London as well as 
the Colección Folio at Centro de la Imagen, Mexico 
City. Adding to his practice as a photographer, 
Rocco works as curator and producer for 
PHmuseum, and is the co-founder of Photo 
Meliggoi, a photography residency in Greece.

Ana Zibelnik (b. 1995, Slovenia) is a photographer 
currently based in the Netherlands. She graduated 
summa cum laude from the Academy of Fine 
Arts and Design in Ljubljana in 2018 and is 
now working towards an MA degree in film and 
photographic theory at Leiden University. In recent 
years, she has developed, published and exhibited 
her work both independently and under the axis 
of the If Slovenia Were project. Zibelnik’s entire 
photographic oeuvre focuses on the topic of time 
consciousness and is marked by a strong presence 
of literary works, which she incorporates into her 
practice. In 2019, she won the Verzasca Nera 
award for her series We Are The Ones Turning.

Eric Lawton (b. 1992, United States) is a 
Brooklyn-based artist and curator working primarily 
with photography and sculpture. He holds a BFA 
from NYU-Tisch and has exhibited across Europe 
and the United States. In 2017, he co-curated 
Discursive Selves, a survey of contemporary artists 
working in self-portraiture at Westbeth Gallery in 
New York. The exhibition highlighted artists such 
as Paul Sepuya, Farah Al Qasimi, and Pixy Liao. 
Most recently, his work was shown in Haphazard 
Paradigm, curated by Wardell Milan at Re: Art 
Show in Brooklyn, United States.
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Art exists that one may recover the sensation of 
life; it exists to make one feel things, to make the 
stone stony...The technique of art is to make objects 
“unfamiliar,” to make forms difficult, to increase 
the difficulty and length of perception because the 
process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself.

Viktor Shklovsky, Art as Technique, 1917

Valley of the Strange highlights six emerging Pan-
European artists — José Alves, Cihad Caner, 
Federico Ciamei, Ela Polkowska, Rocco Venezia 
and Ana Zibelnik — who use photography to 
explore the boundaries of time and the disruption 
of the ordinary.  The exhibition considers the role 
of the image in navigating past and present, 
while questioning how photography and film can 
defamiliarize our everyday encounters with the 
world. The works live in the hyperreal — zooming 
in and focusing on our innermost fears — blurring 
truth and fiction, and everything else in between.

The people, places and things of this exhibition 
are depicted as strangely familiar, illustrating 
Russian theorist Viktor Shklovsky’s concept of 
defamiliarization. Building on Freud’s writings on the 
uncanny, Shklovsky asserts that when the intimate 
is rendered in an atypical light our overall perception 
is enhanced. This concept serves as a lens to 
examine the works in the exhibition. Commonplace 
scenes and scenarios, when tilted slightly off kilter, 

lay bare our own inherent apprehensions, and 
with it, a deeper understanding of the ordinary. To 
underscore this, the installation emphasizes often 
overlooked physical elements of the gallery, such 
as the floor, in order to disrupt the habitual and 
conventional experience of looking at art.

Nostalgia, superstition, and the ephemeral coalesce 
to form an unsettling tension. Far from avoiding the 
uncomfortable, these artists relish in it, embracing 
moments both typical and deeply alienating — an 
exposed eyeball, cracked glass, a haunting cry. It 
is specifically in these seconds of uncertainty and 
trepidation that our rich sensation of life is finally 
awakened.

José Alves investigates the mythology of the 
Fisterra region of North-Western Spain in his 
photographic series, From Salt and Ash. In fabric 
salt prints, he reproduces portraits of seamen who 
drowned in the infamous Costa de Morte (Coast of 
Death). Using an alternative photographic process, 
the print surface is exposed to the very same water 
that led to their deaths and from its salt the image 
comes to life, rendering them born anew. Their 
presence, now tangible, exposes the loose threads 
of fact and fiction unravelling at the seams.

Cihad Caner presents a dual screen video work 
comprised of two alternating CGI monsters 
engaged in conversation on the role of the other. In 
his work, Demonst(e)rating the untamable monster, 
Caner showcases a rarely seen intellectual 
understanding of monsters while alluding to the rise 
of xenophobia and its trauma. Asking only for our 
witness, the monsters’ words reverberate in song, 
periodically questioning who wields the power of 
representation. To them, self-actualization offers the 
surest path to acceptance and ultimately salvation.

Federico Ciamei questions the pull of nationalism 
and identity in Italian culture through modified 
imagery in his series How Can You Live In The 
Present When You Are 3000 Years Old? Working 
from archival postcards of fictional landscapes, 
Ciamei transforms the cards through multiple 
scanning sessions before finally re-photographing 

them and printing them large scale. Specifically for 
this exhibition, one image was printed large scale, 
poster-size, to be made available free for the public. 
By shifting the proportions but still keeping the 
consumable essence of the work, Ciamei blurs the 
lines between a supposed canonical form of Italy 
with its current pixelated surface.

Ela Polkowska covers the messy tactile nature 
of the human experience as seen through the 
lens of tension and pressure in her image series, 
Firmly Pinch The Skin Together.  The works show 
everyday moments of unease that manifest 
feelings of anxiety and compassion. Friends, family 
and other objects overflow the frame. Zoomed in, 
without any room to escape, flesh becomes both 
an artifact of the subject’s past as well as a vessel 
for the viewer’s projections. In the end, all that’s left 
is skin — bearing witness to everything we’ve ever 
known and endured.

Rocco Venezia wanders at the margins of 
Southern Europe in his series Is Life Under The 
Sun Not Just A Dream. His work explores the 
disruption of everyday life through fleeting moments 
captured under the warm Mediterranean sun while 
simultaneously reflecting on the region’s cultural 
and economic crisis. Eerie scenes emerge in which 
time has come to a standstill, revealing everything 
lost by its progression. In the eternal flow, every 
object, every exterior and every fracture acquire a 
life of their own. 

Ana Zibelnik amplifies subtle visual encounters 
with death in her series, We are The Ones Turning. 
Composed of black and white images as well 
as a mechanical flipbook, the works grapple 
with an ever scrutinized yet always unknowable 
subject matter: mortality. The constant motion 
of a mechanical flipbook fills the auditory void of 
the photographic medium, serving as a rhythmic 
reminder of their temporal nature. In American Sign 
Language, the hand gesture refers to death, or the 
physical embodiment of the action to pass over. 
Ultimately, the works question what it means to be 
running out of time.


