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To span the career of Roger Ballen is to look at the continual refinement of vision, a stripping 
down of the paraphernalia of facts to whittle closer and closer to truth. A photographer and 
artist, Ballen is interested in human monstrosity, animalism and the psyche. 

“In the last thirty or forty years, I have gradually moved my work away from ‘the world as the 
stage’. As time has gone on, the places I photograph get smaller and smaller to the point where 
I would say my pictures are about a point on the wall. I keep going back to the same point, to a 
nail on the wall, and each time I get there, I try to drive the nail further into the wall,” he said 
in a 2012 interview, included in the catalogue for the show Lines, Marks and Drawings at the 
Smithsonian Museum of African Art. His current work is a process of “going back to the same 
place and finding deeper and deeper aspects of reality.”

The native New Yorker traipsed the world after the tragic death of his mother, shooting his 
way through India, Nepal, Egypt, Turkey, and on and on. In 1982 he moved to South Africa. 
He worked simultaneously as a geologist, which brought him to remote parts of the country. 
His documentary work then started to zoom in to interiors and portraits. He looks at humans 
in a glaring way, staring at their flaws. The bioenergetic system of psychoanalysis suggests that 
feelings, habits, and lives are etched on and embedded in the body. In Ballen’s graphic 
depictions we see how the world crushes the human spirit, which crushes the body. In these 
photos Ballen forces us to stare at human hypocrisy and the quotidian, violent flaws in human 
nature. It is slightly nauseating. A fat man mirrors his pet pig; an abattoir’s wife cradles 
puppies. Much of the work visually relates humans to animals in the frame, while also 
exploring power imbalances, objectification and humanimality. 

Already in his street photography, and further in his interiors, he is interested in lines. Initially 
he found wires, then he placed and molded them, and finally he switched to drawing in the 
rooms he photographs. The interest is the same but the method evolves as he takes ever more 
control of his work. Found interiors transmute into arranged interiors. The exploration of the 
outer world becomes the exploration of humanity and finally the deep dive into the self. “The 
room becomes a place of the mind,” he said. 
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