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In Conversation:
Efrem Zelony-
Mindell with 
Jason Koxvold 
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Based in New York, Efrem Zelony-Mindell pursues a career as 
a curator, writer, painter, and photographer. Zelony-Mindell’s 
extensive practice sees them grapple with pressing questions 
of  aesthetics and politics—what are the qualities that define 
an image? Is this all there is? If  not, how can these boundaries 
be transcended? In 2016, their exhibition, n e w f l e s h, sought 
to reopen the sticky discourse of  queerness and push for a 
new, destabilising photographic representation that moves 
beyond the confines of  the body. 

(pg. 136) © Alex Avgud, Olivier (as on a crucifix), 2019; (left) © Bryson Rand, Frank (Brooklyn), 2015

Zelony-Mindell is In Conversation with Jason 
Koxvold, a photographer, known in particular 
for his topographic work produced using large-
format analogue cameras. He is also the founder 
of  Gnomic Book, an independent fine art imprint, 
established in 2016. Over the past five years, 
Gnomic has published the highly acclaimed work 
of  Shane Rocheleau, Ryan Debolski, and Birthe 
Piontek. In 2019, Zelony-Mindell and Koxvold 
worked together for the first time on n e w f l e s h, 
the book that expands on the original exhibition.

Over the past year, the pair have worked together 
as designer and curator on Primal Sight, a survey 
of  contemporary black and white photography, 
published by Gnomic Book, covering the work of  
146 artists and with essay contributions by David 
Campany and Gregory Eddi Jones. Here, they talk 
about this coming-together, about connecting 
artworks to their context, the limitations of  
individualism, and of  making room for growth.
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This conversation took place via online 
chat during March 2021.

Efrem Zelony-Mindell: 
BOSS! I’m excited to have the opportunity to chat 
with you for truly a multitude of  reasons. Your 
candour and grace over the last two years has been 
so deeply meaningful to me as an artist, but more 
significantly as a person. In a strange way we’ve 
watched each other, and Gnomic Book, grow 
separately and together. The rewards and trials have 
been shared and met and - Jesus - it feels like it’s 
been such a wild ride. Given the state of  the world 
and how we’re all rethinking how we make art, 
share art, consume art, and just live our lives day-
to-day, I’m going to start by asking, why do you feel 
Gnomic Book is important?

Jason Koxvold: 
Thank you, Efrem. I couldn’t begin to say why 
Gnomic Book is important to other people, but I can 
tell you why it’s important to me. It’s a space where 
I can collaborate with intelligent, compassionate 
people who open up my worldview, and through 
that, perhaps we can open up other peoples’ as well. 
I’m interested in making globally diverse work, and 
I take a great deal of  joy in seeing where our books 
end up in the world.

I also find value in what it means to make a book that 
serves as more than a catalogue of  work. I think it’s 
fair to say that a vast majority of  publishers treat the 
book as simply a container for photographs, and miss 
an opportunity to create something greater than the 
sum of  its parts; a very singular object whose form is 
absolutely specific to the work inside it.

The more I get to know you, the more I enjoy the 
mission that you’re on and the energy that you bring 
to it. I think I could describe it if  pressed — but how 
would you characterise what you’re doing; what excites 
you?

Efrem Zelony-Mindell: 
I definitely share your excitement for where these 
books end up. It’s a joy and a huge privilege to think of  
researchers and students who may engage and interpret 
them. Art can’t just stay bound to an exclusive group of  
people. The exciting thing about art and books is how 
they grow with the insight of  others.

I’m trying to do the best I can by way of  the 
communities, conversations, generosities, and love of  
others. I believe in art. Making art is not entrapped in 
the canon of  what we’re trained to think. I’ve found 
that art-making lives in the lives and experiences of  
people. Making art for me is personal and obsessive 
and not bound to the limits of  markets. Markets are a 
part of  things, sure, but there are so many paths that 
lead, can lead, can speak, can participate in realising 
the actuality of  a thing, in this case, a book. 

All that is to say, as an artist, my medium is the stories 
that make up the world and the people who build and 
engage in their worlds who are willing to entrust me 
with those stories and their work. Through them, I 
have the responsibility to reflect on something that they 
hold to be true or awaken the potential of  bringing 
total strangers together.

(above) © Harrison Huse, Self Portrait, 2019; 
(right) © Dylan Hausthor, Michelle Behind Her House, 2019
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Access is something that is inescapably tethered to what 
we both do in building platforms for not only ourselves 
but also for others. That privilege comes with a lot 
of  influence and a lot of  power. That influence and 
power is a part of  how we move through the world as 
we make things and is a testament to many things, but 
whiteness is one of  them. How do you think the things 
we do, and our whiteness, influence the objects we 
make?

Jason Koxvold: 
Through Gnomic Book I’m able to make books, and 
through my practice, I make works, which address 
some of  the questions of  power and inequality 
that you’re referring to here; I created the imprint 
specifically with that in mind. If  someone benefits from 
whatever position of  power they might hold, it’s almost 
certain that they will continue to make decisions that 
perpetuate that power, often regardless of  the cost to 
others.

Over the past twelve months, I’ve felt something akin 
to the world around me physically shrinking, so I’ve 
been more than ever driven to connect with people 
and ideas from outside of  my immediate sphere. When 
we launched Virtual—Assembly in April of  2020, it 
was like gulping down fresh air; it was a chance to 
escape these walls, entirely due to the efforts of  Stanley 
Wolukau-Wanambwa, who did a wonderful job of  
directing the programming. Some of  the conversations 
that we began during those three days are yielding 
remarkable fruit.

All of  that comes back to what motivates me, which 
is learning and sharing. It’s a ray of  light in what can 
otherwise be a remarkably bleak landscape.

One of  the things that I very much enjoyed about 
Primal Sight was your decision to include characters 
from the photographic canon alongside emerging 
artists. The project feels like a level playing field, 
unfettered by status or power.

Efrem Zelony-Mindell: 
As a system, whiteness wants to be silent, that’s how the 
success of  supremacy thrives. It’s certainly challenging 
to verbalise because that’s what it wants. We can’t keep 
standing in solidarity with that violence that comes 
with white silence. We have an opportunity to express 
the shape of  these systems. Our re-education will start 
to address how we can change systems and institutions 
that no longer function and are hurting people who 
don’t look like us. Creating a clear pathway to give 
our power over to the most subjugated should be the 
mission of  every white person.

I’m grateful for the level playing field that Primal Sight 
offers. Bringing so many people together from so many 
backgrounds, specifically professionally, is, I hope, one 
way of  saying, “This isn’t about hierarchy, this IS about 
allowing power to be a level playing field.” I don’t 
mean to oversimplify but with a group like this, it feels 
like everyone has a bullhorn on the same stage. The 
power comes from being together on that stage with 
so many different ideas and lived experiences. It’s only 
when a group of  folx move together with their different 
ideas that something akin to a movement will form.

I don’t mean to make it sound like Primal Sight is meant 
to change the world. As an artist, and more than that, 
as a white person, I don’t believe I’ll ever fully arrive at 
relinquishing that power, control, and all the histories 
that come with it. It’s my goal to keep doing better, 
to keep trying, keep talking, to recognise that I’m not 
alone, I have an opportunity to listen to others and 
try to extend certain freedoms that I’ve experienced, 
to others. There’s a Toni Morrison quote that I think 
about a lot—“I tell my students, ‘When you get these 
jobs that you have been so brilliantly trained for, just 
remember that your real job is that if  you are free, you 
need to free somebody else. If  you have some power, 
then your job is to empower somebody else. This is not 
just a grab-bag candy game.”

We’ve never spoken like this to one another and I 
wonder how you’re feeling?

(left) © Ohemaa Dixon, Pas de Deux, 2019; (right) © Rana Young and Zora J Murff, Close, 2017
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‘We’ve been told that some for you 
means less for me. But deeper than that 
is the way that countless institutions 
in the United States, specifically 
white cis hetero-patriarchal systems, 
perpetuate individuals with the 
ideology that we should not feel 
good enough for being ourselves, for 
being our ideas, for wanting to be our 
communities.’ - Efrem Zelony-Mindell

Jason Koxvold:
I don’t think that as a culture we emphasise the need to 
serve others; that’s at the root of  many of  the problems 
we face. The United States right now is an especially 
inhumane place. And I very much admire the 
community and energy you’ve marshalled around these 
projects (n e w f  l e s h and Primal Sight) — building each 
other up so that we can celebrate humanity in different 
modes of  seeing, and how they might open our minds 
to viewpoints which we might previously not have been 
able to experience.

We are living through such an antagonistic moment 
that it can feel hard to build bridges, but I’m 
committed to trying to bring together artists from 
different backgrounds to make projects that open up 
that aperture, god what a terrible pun. So when Shane 
Rocheleau, who has focused much of  his practice on 
the issue of  white supremacy, wrote the essay that 
accompanied Al J Thompson’s Remnants of  an Exodus, 
Al was already aware that we might receive some 
criticism from folks who think that white people have 
no place writing about black issues. That’s a risk I’m 
willing to take because I think the potential upside is far 
greater.

In that regard, I think about the words of  Patrick 
Skinner, a detective in Savannah, GA, upon hearing 
the news of  the murder of  George Floyd: “To my 
fellow cops: we might not be to blame, but we are 
responsible for this” (@SkinnerPM, Twitter, May 27, 
2020).  I think the same words are useful for all people 
in working to understand that something which we 
might not have directly, individually done, is still our 
collective responsibility to fix.

I use the word “collectively”, which may be alien to 
some Americans. How much do you think the culture 
of  individualism, as expressed by both the left and the 
right, is responsible for where we find ourselves today?

(above) © Arturo Soto, Untitled, Savannah, GA, 2005
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(left) © Patrick Carew, Carl at Camp, 2019; (right) © Fabrizio Albertini, The Rope from the series Radici, 2017
(opposite page) © Zun Lee, At Home with Jonathan and William, 2017
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‘I’m particularly interested in the 
inherent artifice of the image; despite 
living in a media-literate culture, if 
the last few years have taught us 
anything, it’s that far too many people 
allow themselves to be manipulated 
by imagery they interpret as factual. 
So it’s important to me to continually 
experiment with that friction.’- Jason 
Koxvold

© Jason Koxvold (above) Untitled (Everything, and nothing), Lagos, 
Nigeria, 2013; (right) MQ-9 Reaper Pilot, Creech Air Force Base, 
Nevada, 2015
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Efrem Zelony-Mindell: 
Individualism has been levied over us to become a 
part of  the problem. We’ve been told that some for 
you means less for me. But deeper than that is the 
way that countless institutions in the United States, 
specifically white cis hetero-patriarchal systems, 
perpetuate individuals with the ideology that we should 
not feel good enough for being ourselves, for being our 
ideas, for wanting to be our communities. This is an 
attempt to create the need for our self-isolation and 
psychic mutilation. What do I mean by that? I think 
people could be such a good thing but there are a very 
select few white men, who want the many to see our 
individualism as different. Different is bad for business, 
a business of  control, a control which is centred around 
monetary value and the subjugation against folx of  
colour, queer folx, ALL WOMEN, and anyone who 
might sympathise with them. 

Individuals have a lot of  good ideas and goodness in 
them. A lot of  those feelings overlap with others who 
have similar ideals and different ideals. When all those 
people and their ideas come together it’s a threat to 
these institutions—these white men who want us to 
think of  borders and dollars more than humanity. Why 
is art still important to you?

Jason Koxvold:
Art offers an opportunity to see reality through 
different filters; to connect with the person and 
circumstances that made the work. I take pleasure 
from being surprised and proving myself  wrong. As 
an artist, it’s a way to work through my ideas, which is 
often a long, uncertain process, and put them out into 
the world. I’m particularly interested in the inherent 
artifice of  the image; despite living in a media-literate 
culture, if  the last few years have taught us anything, 
it’s that far too many people allow themselves to be 
manipulated by imagery they interpret as factual. So 
it’s important to me to continually experiment with that 
friction.

This past year has been a difficult one. What are your 
hopes moving forward, once you’ve had a chance to 
decompress?

(right) © Kristine Potter, Untitled from the series The Gray Line, 
2009; (opposite page) © Giancarlo Montes Santangelo, “the edge 
of a whirlwind turning on his chest”, 2018
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Efrem Zelony-Mindell: 
This may have nothing to do with the answer exactly, 
but as I’m sitting here at my desk trying to ruminate 
on how I can even approach this answer, I’m staring at 
a copy of  Ocean Vuong’s Night Sky With Exit Wounds. 
There are a lot of  projects I’m working on that I’m 
excited about, including something I swore I’d never do 
- I’ve started writing a book, a memoir. All the things 
that I have to work on are deeply exciting and a reward 
in and of  themselves. I am a full well. I am so grateful 
to recognise that, but what I’m circling around with 
these words and with this answer is… I don’t think I 
know how to heal, not fully.

There is a deep aching that comes with making a 
thing, seeing it through, and the relationship between 
releasing the thing you made and it being perceived 
as finished. Many people have become a part of  my 
life and their struggles have become a point of  deep 
respect and a call for care in my life. Again, this may 
not have anything to do with the answer, but, I was 
scrolling through Instagram this morning and I came 
across, what I guess was a sort of  meme. It’s three 
quotes, “When Anaïs Nin said “I don’t want worship. 
I want understanding,” and when George Orwell said 
“Perhaps one did not want to be loved so much as to 
be understood,” and when Marina Tsvetaeva said “In 
my early childhood, for as long as I can remember, I 
thought that I wanted to be loved. Now I know and tell 
everyone; I don’t need love, I need understanding.”

My hope for the future is to have understanding. To 
have an unyielding, mostly uneven growth, of  a great 
many people who come together with their different 
ideas to form understandings that are more than just 
flesh and blood. Beneath those bodies are ideas. And 
those ideas are unstoppable when they come together.

(left) © Mark Elzey, AWENG, 2018; (above) Cover of Primal Sight, 
published by Gnomic Book (2020)


