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The Threshold Before I raised the camera, she looked at me. That was the 
photograph. Everything after was just light and chemistry.

I have taken portraits on six continents. I have learned one thing: 
the face, before it knows it is being seen, is the same face 
everywhere. It lasts less than a second. It is the only true 
document we have of each other.

The rest — the color, the scar, the ornament, the name — is the 
story the face tells once it remembers it has an audience. Beautiful 
stories. All of them. But stories.

This is not a book about difference. Difference is easy. Difference is 
what you see first and forget last.

This is a book about that second. Before the story begins.



Edges | Vol. 3 PORTRAITS 4

True identity lasts less than a second.
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Before the audience, there is the soul.
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what we carry
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The skin is the oldest archive we have. It predates language, script, and every 
institution built to preserve memory.

A callus on the right index finger. A burn scar below the wrist. Ink driven into the 
dermis with a needle, a thorn, a piece of bone. These are not decorations. They 
are primary sources.

Archaeologists dig for what civilizations leave behind. They are looking in the 
wrong direction. Everything a civilization believes about time, beauty, pain, and 
belonging is written on the bodies of the people who live inside it.

You are carrying, right now, a document you did not write and cannot fully read. 
So is everyone around you.

This section is an attempt at translation. Like all translations, it is approximate. 
Like all translations, it is also, in its approximation, true.
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Everything a civilization 
believes about time, 
beauty, pain, and 
belonging is written on 
the bodies of the people 
who live inside it.
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You are carrying, right 
now, a document you 
did not write and cannot 
fully read. So is 
everyone around you.
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The Fire
Oaxaca, November. The marigolds arrive before the people do. By 
midnight the cemetery smells like something that has no name in 
any language that wasn't born here.

Varanasi, February. The river receives everything without 
comment.

Kyoto, March. Thirty people sit in absolute silence watching a 
branch decide to bloom.

Lagos, December. The drums begin three days before the wedding 
and the wedding is, by the time it arrives, almost beside the point.

We travel, most of us, looking for something we call culture and 
mean, without knowing it, ritual. The place where a community 
agrees, without speaking, that this moment is not like other 
moments. That something invisible is present. That it matters to 
pay attention.

You do not need to understand the ceremony to feel it working on 
you. That, perhaps, is the whole point.



RITU     AL
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ATTENTION
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COMMUNITY 
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THE VOICE
There are 7,168 languages currently spoken on Earth. Linguists 
estimate that half will be silent within a century.

None of them have a word for the sound a mother makes when she 
sees her child after a long absence. They don't need one. Everyone 
already knows it.

None of them have a word for the particular quality of laughter 
that happens when something is so painful it becomes, briefly, 
funny. They don't need one.

Grief looks the same in Quechua and in Finnish. Joy does not 
require a passport. The face, at its extremes, stops being cultural 
and becomes something older — something that was already there 
before the first word was spoken and will still be there after the last 
one fades.

Language is what we built when that wasn't enough.

It is still not enough.
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The Surface Fashion has always known what anthropology took centuries to 
admit: that there is no natural body. There is only the body as 
argument.

The Maasai warrior who spends three hours on his ochre and his 
beadwork before a ceremony is not doing something different 
from the makeup artist backstage at a Paris couture show. They 
are making the same claim. I am not simply here. I am here, 
deliberately, as this.

Adornment is the oldest form of speech. It predates writing by 
forty thousand years. The first humans to mix pigment and press it 
to their skin were not being frivolous. They were saying: I exist. I 
have chosen how.

Every body in this section is a sentence. Read them slowly. They 
were composed with care..
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 I exist.  I have chosen how.
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I am not 
simply here.

I am here, 
deliberately, as this.
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