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gohar dashti 
Home, 2017
Nature is what connects me to the multiple 
meanings of ‘home’ and ‘displacement’ 

sophie gerrard 
The Flows, 2022
These almost magical places  
are being reinvigorated through  
careful conservation
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Autorretrato, Desierto de Sonora, Mexico, 1979

In 1979, on the invitation of the artist Francisco 
Toledo, she followed in the footsteps of another 
group of her artistic heroes – Henri Cartier-Bresson, 
Sergei Eisenstein and Tina Modotti – and travelled 
to Juchitán, a small town in the southern Mexican 
state of Oaxaca. Here, she would make some of  
her most important work, in what she describes  
as a state of complicity with the indigenous 
Zapotec people. ‘I was lucky that Francisco Toledo, 
one of our great artists, called me on the phone 
one day and offered me to do a job in Juchitán. 
He gave me two works of his to sell, and with the 
proceeds I paid for my trip and my material to 
work in Juchitán. When I arrived, since Francisco 
is from Juchitán and was deeply loved by the 
people, I arrived with his family. I fell in love with 
the personality of the Juchitecos, especially the 
women, I felt the love they had for me.’ 

For nearly a decade she was a regular visitor, 
immersing herself in the community, 
spending long periods of time with Zapotec 
women and cultivating friendships. Rather 
than merely documenting people from an 
outsider’s perspective, Iturbide photographed 
her own interactions and encounters with the 
community. ‘I need to be close to the people … 
I need their complicity … I learned so much 
about life from them.’ Her Juchitán photographs 
highlight the culture’s powerful women and 
muxes, men who identify as women, a third 
gender that has been celebrated since  
pre-Hispanic times. In Juchitec society, women 
hold significant political, economic and  
spiritual power. Muxes are similarly revered 
in Zapotec culture – they are believed to have 
special intellectual and artistic gifts. Ciudad de México, 1969

If she had had her way,  
Graciela Iturbide would  
have been a writer. 

She still cites as influences writers like Emily 
Dickinson and the controversial Mexican social 
commentator Elena Garro who, she says, ‘was 
one of the greatest writers of our times’. Yet, a 
literary career was an impossible dream. ‘I was 
brought up in a very conservative family, but 
I always felt somewhat rebellious about that 
upbringing … My father, who belonged to this 
bourgeois and conservative society, refused to 
let me study literature.’ Still, try as he might, 
her father was unable to hide his own artistic 
interests. ‘At the same time, he was an amateur 
photographer, and I slowly grew interested in 
the portraits that he took of us. He kept them 
in a closet, and I frequently stole them, despite 
the punishments that he gave me.’   

Marriage at a very young age was her route 
away from parental restrictions and into 
photography. ‘I married a liberal architect  
with whom I had the freedom to study cinema. 
Then I met Manuel Álvarez Bravo at school  
and became his assistant, which was crucial  
for my development as a photographer.’ As  
her calling grew stronger, Iturbide realised that 
she needed a way out of her marriage ‘to be  
able to dedicate myself to photography and  
film’. Not an easy road but a profoundly 
important one. 

‘My divorce caused a scandal. But when  
I got divorced, despite the fact that I had a good 
relationship with the father of my children,  
I felt liberated. I was able to do my jobs, both  
in photography and in film.’ She never regretted 
or felt guilty about the breakup. As for her 
children, they were always with her, either in 
her small laboratory or on some of her trips. 
‘They loved that I was a photographer, and 
I shared all my work with them. I felt very 
happy to be myself, to be free, and to be alone. 
Photography was my passport; it enabled me to 
get to know my country and its native peoples.’ 
Iturbide happily acknowledges the influence  
of Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Josef Koudelka,  
Diane Arbus and Francesca Woodman in 
the creation of her own special photographic 
language. ‘They teach you; they help you  
grow as an artist.’   

Complicity – a conversation 
with Graciela Iturbide 
michael benson

graciela iturbide
Renowned Mexican photographer Graciela Iturbide has spent 
half a century capturing the beauty of her homeland. A recipient 
of the 2008 Hasselblad award, her work has been exhibited 
internationally, recently at Fondation Cartier, Paris, and is  
included in major museum collections, including The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and Museum of Modern Art, New York, and Tate 
Modern, London. She continues to live and work in Mexico.

Nuestra Señora de las Iguanas, Juchitán, Mexico, 1979

For Iturbide, ‘the photographer’s job is to synthesise, 
to make strong and poetic work from daily life’. The 
photographs she made with the people of Juchitán 
are some of her most lyrical and iconic. They include 
the famous Nuestra Señora de las Iguanas (Our Lady 
of the Iguanas), Juchitán, 1979, which expresses the 
independence of the community’s women and their 
complex identities. This photograph depicts Zobeida 
Díaz. ‘I spotted her in the Juchitán market. She was 
carrying the iguanas on her head and was planning  
to sell them. I asked her to wait a moment while I took 
a roll of 12 photographs. Only one or two negatives 
turned out well. The iguanas, an important cultural 
symbol of the Zapotec, encircle Díaz’s head like a  
halo. It is an image of reverence for Zapotec women.’ 
The people of Juchitán came to call this photograph 
the ‘Medusa Juchiteca’, because of its significance for 
them. ‘They have made a sculpture of it in the town, 
and they make huipiles (traditional garments) with her 
image. I feel that this image wanted to fly, not because  
I promoted it – the town felt that it belonged to them.’

Nuestra Señora de las Iguanas is a strong and poetic 
celebration of the diverse cultural heritage of Zapotec 
women. It marked an important staging post in 
Iturbide’s photographic journey. ‘My first job as a 
photographer was to get to know my country and  
work with native peoples. From which I learned to 
know my country.’ Only later did she begin to get  
to know the landscape and the objects that she  
found there. ‘In the end, I am photographing birds, 
stones and volcanoes. I am coming to photograph  
the beginning of the world, curiously at the end  
of my life.’

Although not in a way she might have at first 
envisioned, Iturbide’s childhood dream of a literary 
career was finally realised. By refusing to compromise 
and single-mindedly following the urgings of her  
muse, she has made a great poetic chronicle of the  
lives and landscapes of her Mexican homeland. 

All images are © Graciela Iturbide.  
Courtesy ROSEGALLERY, Santa Monica

‘The photographer’s job is to 
synthesise, to make strong and 

poetic work from daily life’

michael benson
is Director of the Prix Pictet and Founder of Photo London

Empowering female photographers address issues of 
sustainability and gender inequality through their work.

This photo book places the work of contem-
porary female photographers in the spotlight. 
Collage showcases the recent work on the 
theme of sustainability of 64 outstanding 
women photographers who have been short-
listed or nominated for the Prix Pictet, the 
leading global award in photography and 
sustainability. Their strong and poetic im-
ages address the most urgent environmental 
and social problems facing the planet today.

WHAT TO EXPECT
•	 Essays by photographers Graciela Iturbide, 

Sally Mann (2021 Prix Pictet laureate), 
and Jan Dalley, Arts Editor at the 
Financial Times

•	 A foreword written by Elif Aktu , the 
first female partner at Pictet, and an 
introduction by Isabelle von Ribbentrop, 
Executive Director of the Prix Pictet

•	 A selection from among the 1,200 
women photographers nominated for 
the Prix Pictet in the years 2008 – 2021

In 2008, the partners of the PICTET Group—a 
leading asset and wealth management 
firm—created the PRIX PICTET prize to draw 
worldwide attention to and stimulate action 
on issues of sustainability through the 
medium of photography.
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COLLAGE

Women of the  
Prix Pictet since 2008

Editor: Prix Pictet
Features: Full color, linen hardcover,
stitch bound, 128 pages,
23 × 29 cm, 9 × 11 ½ inches
Price: € 39.90 (D)  £ 35  $ 60 (US)
ISBN: 978-3-96704-085-2
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