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SHOOT, a new publication of old work by photographer Paul Mpagi Sepuya, exists in a strange

space, in between the past and present of his artistic practice. SHOOT, as originally conceived,

was a series of zines which Sepuya published between 2005 and 2007. Back then, there was an

urgency to this way of distributing work. “As far as producing something tangible, it was the zine or

nothing,” Sepuya tells me, stressing the fact that “it was accessible and playful”. But now, he

admits, decades later, “there is a radically different audience for my work”.

The playful nature of zines as a way of producing and disseminating work carries through to the

photographs that make up SHOOT. A series of double-page spreads, the images wink at their own

artifice – one subject is flanked by a camera, others by fragments of text; some stretch across

both pages. “I made the first two zines from what were otherwise outtakes and additions to the

‘right’ or final portrait selection,” Sepuya says. In photography, the emphasis is often placed on

finding the ‘right’ image, but he was more interested in “the accumulation of images, the contact

sheets, things that reflected duration and time with multiple possibilities”. Portraiture, stretching

back centuries to ornate paintings of kings, queens and aristocrats, has long been fixated on the

idea of a flawless, untouchable – even unknowable – subject. By selecting these images, Sepuya

presents his subjects – and photography itself – as containing multitudes, far more than could

ever be contained in a single image.

These multitudes are also reflected in the artist himself; this collection of zines traces the

emergence and continued transformation of his practice. “The text started off incredibly earnestly

[in a way that] feels cringe-worthy to me now,” Sepuya admits of some of the writing that features

in the book, even as it “became more refined and sparse as the issues went on”. Through

SHOOT, his work also reflects the growing importance of “friends, muses, and collaborators”,

each shaped by the context in which he met them and the social worlds they inhabit. One muse is

a crush that once felt “unattainable”, the shoot taking on the quality of a romance; another

appeared on Artstar, a reality TV show about the art world. Sepuya himself even features in

SHOOT. “I knew I had to make a self-portrait, and it was about heartbreak, but the subject of that

heartbreak was not pictured.”

Sepuya confesses that some of the ways SHOOT is being considered now, as a collection, are “all

in retrospect”, even if that retrospect “began probably around 2009”. This includes a growing

ambivalence around “the idea that the subjects of my pictures needed to all be Black people”.

Audiences, he tells me, wouldn’t “read [the] work as Black the way they did as gay”, often

presuming that all of the subjects were gay, which they weren’t. For Sepuya, the work was simply

capturing the world around him at the time: the Williamsburg of the 00s. “And I was being honest

about the spaces I was in, for better or worse.”
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What gives SHOOT its continued impact today is the way Sepuya explores these spaces and

those who occupy them, challenging the limits of how a person, a body, or an art form might be

perceived. These photographs offer the power of possibility – a way to consider the things so

often cast aside in the name of the ‘right’ aesthetic. Even now, looking back on the work, Sepuya

seems to think of the zines as alive with what might come next. “That last zine, number seven,

positioned me – my hand, my eye – behind the camera, moving back and forth in a visual

choreography […] and I think it was getting somewhere…”
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