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			GERVASIO SÁNCHEZ 

			“I speak for those who have no voice”

			BY LALI SANDIUMENGE
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			The photographer of pain, loss and madness, but also of dignity, hope and the beauty of life. Born in Cordoba in 1959, but Catalan and Aragonese by adoption, Gervasio Sánchez is very clear about what his work should be and what the work of a journalist should be: to condemn, to hold to account and to rescue victims from anonymity. “It’s my job. I feel compelled to speak for those who have no voice”, he says, paraphrasing Albert Camus. In fact it was for his “ongoing work for justice” that the Spanish Ministry of Culture awarded Sánchez the National Photography Prize last December, the first time it has rewarded a photojournalist’s career. 

			Hyperactive, tenacious, conscientious, honest and loyal, with an energy and a passion that are immune to weariness and discouragement, Gervasio Sánchez, Gerva, has been visiting the planet’s flashpoints for more than two decades, his camera over his shoulder and a few vacuum-sealed packs of ham in his suitcase. He started out in 1984 in Latin America, traipsing across the continent, covering wars in winter spending what he had earned in summer serving paellas on the beach at Tarragona. In January 2011, the Contemporary Art Museum of Castile and Leon will be launching a project that was beginning to take shape at this time: an exhibition dedicated to the drama of the forced disappeared who are the subject of his book La caravana de la muerte: las víctimas de Pinochet (The caravan of death: the victims of Pinochet, Blume, 2001). Guatemala, Chile and Colombia, where he has been over the past few months, and Cambodia, Algeria and Bosnia, are some of the places where he has followed the fate and endeavours of the victims’ families throughout the years. 

			In 1992 he moved on from the Latin American conflicts to those in the Balkans (El cerco de Sarajevo [The siege of Sarajevo], Editorial Complutense 1994; Kosovo, crónica de la deportación [Kosovo, a chronicle of the deportation], Blume, 1999; Sarajevo 1992-2008, Blume 2009) and since then his lens has focused on some of the most unstable countries in Africa and Asia. In 1995, almost by chance, he embarked on what was to become one of his most far-reaching projects, Vidas Minadas (Mined Lives, Blume, 1997), with which he gave back those people disabled by anti-personnel mines their identities. “It was a commission from a gossip magazine”, he explains. He accepted it with the proviso that they respected his work and wouldn’t change it one iota. He travelled to Angola, and then to Cambodia and Bosnia, and later to Mozambique and Colombia, the homelands of Sokheum Man, Adis Smajic, Sofía Elface Mufo and Mónica Paola Ojeda, whom he considers his adopted children and whose progress he continues to follow (Cinco años después. Vidas Minadas, [Five years after, Mined Lives], Blume 2002; Vidas Minadas, diez años después, [Mined Lives, ten years later], Blume 2007). 

			Vidas Minadas, which he carried out with the support of the NGOs Intermón, Manos Unidas and Médecins Sans Frontières, is an exceptional document about horror, suffering and futility, but it also says a great deal about the photographer who hides behind the lens. The respect he shows towards the injured victims as he asks them to pose, the painstaking attention to detail with which he portrays these small deadly devices and the artificial limbs cobbled together from plastic bottles, his composure as he accompanies Sokheum’s father when they are going to amputate the little boy’s leg, or the unguarded tenderness with which, a decade later, he observes Sofía and her daughter asleep. One wonders what else his eyes have seen which he has left no record of on film. His eloquent gaze frames inconvenient truths and, not one to mince his words, he misses no opportunity to condemn what scandalises him the most: the cynicism, apathy and hypocrisy of power and politicians, whatever their political colour. His central characters are the civilian victims of wars in which, he doesn’t tire of repeating, Spanish weapons kill and destroy. “I’m like a parrot”, he laughs, “I say the same thing over and over again, but, the fact is, the years and decades go by and everything remains the same.”

			Gerva rejects the most clichéd labels and phrases. He is neither a committed journalist (journalism is commitment and, therefore, the adjective is superfluous, he explains, somewhat tired of repeating the obvious), nor does he believe a picture is worth a thousand words. “Their importance lies in the fact that they don’t need simultaneous translation. Everybody understands them.” It is with this universal language, which any child can grasp, that he seeks to inform, but to prick consciences too, and, why not, he warns, to trigger remorse. Photography, more than an art, is a tremendously effective tool in his hands.

			Always on the hunt for stories, always planning something new (“I always note down the anniversaries of historic events”, he admits), some time ago he thought about commemorating the bicentenary of The Disasters of War (1810-1815), by Francisco de Goya, whom he considers to be the finest reporter in history. The illustrious heir of the Aragonese painter, this photojournalist and adoptive son of Zaragoza, wrote a piece –online and on paper – for each of the 82 prints in the series, in which he reflected on the disasters of present conflicts and the horrifying consequences they bring to the civilian population. “The victims”, writes, “are the only unquestionable truth of a war.” 

			+INFO

			Los desastres de la guerra. Blog de Gervasio Sánchez blogs.heraldo.es/gervasiosanchez

			Discurso en la entrega del premio Ortega y Gasset www.soitu.es/soitu/2008/05/09/actualidad/1210339264_324073.htm

			Gervasio Sánchez en la Cumbre Mundial de Paz www.youtube.com/watch?v=fPnmVFURroM

			Vidas minadas. Diez años después. www.vidasminadas.com

			30 minuts, Vides Minades www.tv3.cat/videos/229649/Vides-minades
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