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Linear development

Set-up notes

2METRES: Mask Portraits on Ridley Road

Gideon Mendel

Arianna Rinaldo
	
14	 prints mounted on forex (framed) 80 x 100 cm
2	 blueback 329 x 245 cm (to be produced)

14	 white wooden frames 82.5 x 102.5 cm

14 linear mt minimum (spaces not included)

Text material must be printed at the expense of the hosting organi-
zation. We provide introduction text, biography and captions both 
in Italian and English.
The production of the enlargements must be printed at the 
expense of the hosting organization.

*any changes to the selection or layout of the exhibition must be consulted with the curator
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GIDEON MENDEL
2METRES: MASK PORTRAITS
ON RIDLEY ROAD

These portraits were made on Ridley Road Food Market during the time of 
the coronavirus pandemic and lockdown. The red markings on the road were 
painted by Hackney Council to indicate the two metres of social distance that 
is advised for shoppers.
On a shopping trip shortly after the imposition of lockdown, I came across a 
team of workers painting red lines all the way down Ridley Road. They were 
starting at dusk, and told me that they had to work through the night to 
complete the task. I was intrigued by this new addition to the iconography of 
the street and returning to see how they might be working in practice I deve-
loped this idea of making portraits to include both masks and these new lines 
of separation.
This market has been an East London institution since the late 1880s, encap-
sulating the area’s rich history of immigration and diversity. The market’s 
traders and customers have shifted with the decades to draw many different 
communities. Besides having exotic produce from around the world it is also 
known as one of the cheapest markets in London. The market stalls and food 
shops that line the street attract shoppers from a wide variety of cultural 
backgrounds, both recent immigrants and many whose families have been in 
the UK for generations. The area has also been facing the twin challenges of 
rapid gentrification and local issues of deprivation accentuated by the gover-
nment’s austerity policies.

I have made the photographs with a constant, unchanging frame, capturing 
the different communities that rub up against each other in this space, hoping 
to give a sense of something uniquely local and global at the same time. In my 
experience of making these images, most of the people I approached were 
keen to be photographed, feeling that they wanted to advocate mask-wea-
ring. Although much of their faces are hidden I found a quality to their gaze 
that reaches beyond the mask to portray a sense of resilience and strength in 
these difficult times. They have widely different reasons for choosing to wear 
a mask. Some feel they are protecting others- some are fearful of contracting 
the virus themselves. But they are all united by the act of wearing a mask.
Masks can signify many things today–anxiety, isolation, social responsibility, 
fear or safety. Normally they are about blocking off from other people, creating 
distance and disguising identity. But in our ‘new normal’ this material barrier 
has become a unifier, holding us together.
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GIDEON MENDEL
BIOGRAPHY

Gideon Mendel (1959, Johannesburg, South Africa) earned internatio-
nal acclaim thanks to his intimate style of image-making and long-term 
commitment to socially engaged projects.
He established his career with his searing photographs of the final years of 
apartheid. It was this work as a “struggle photographer” during this period
that first brought his work wide attention. In 1991 he moved to London, and 
continued to respond to global issues, especially HIV/AIDS. Since 2007, 
using stills and video, Mendel has been working on “Drowning World”, an 
art and advocacy project about flooding that is his personal response to 
climate change.
His work has been widely published in prominent publications such as 
National Geographic, Geo and The Guardian Weekend Magazine. His images 
have been used in numerous climate protests while his photographs and 
video pieces are increasingly seen in a variety of gallery contexts. During 
2016, Mendel received the inaugural Jackson Pollock Prize for Creativity 
and the Greenpeace Photo Award. Shortlisted for the Prix Picket in 2015, 
he has also received the Eugene Smith Award for Humanistic Photography, 
the Amnesty International Media Award, and 6 World Press awards. In 2018 
“Drowning World” was exhibited in eight different venues around the world.
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iMAGES CAPTIONS SIZE

Ambia Rahman and Khalisur Rahman , housewife and retired chef

Ambia: This situation stops you from doing anything. We’ve been spending time 
inside the house and we live with our two grown up children so it feels crowded. You 
feel like you want to go out, but you know you can’t. I have a garden and I feel lucky 
about that. We sit out there when the sun is out. Sometimes my husband and I go for a 
walk. I feel if people are wearing masks it’s okay but there are so many people that are 
not wearing any. This situation is not coming to an end soon. We want it to come to an 
end so that we can go back to how life was before. And that’s why people need to wear 
masks and wear gloves. They need to be cautious so this can end faster.

Anis Rahnn, civil enforcement officer

I feel that it’s very risky to come out to work, but I have to do it. I understand that not 
everyone is comfortable with wearing a mask because it’s not normal. I personally 
feel like this country is not strict enough, I think things should be more like they are in 
Bangladesh where there are military conditions and the army is on the streets. Then 
maybe this situation would end sooner and less people would be dying.

Folashade Ajibola and Ojudla Lawanson, care support workers

Folashade:  I feel awkward wearing a mark but I’m used to it now because I know this 
is for my own good. I have to protect myself and everyone around me. I have found 
this situation exhausting to be honest and upsetting but what can we do but listen 
to the advice and try to get through. I just want to make sure I’m safe and everyone 
around me is safe.

Melissa Turner, beauty therapist and student

So many businesses have closed down and many people now have to incorporate 
work into home life and that is hard. That’s what I’m currently trying to do, incorpo-
rate business into my home. I’m studying beauty therapy. I am still continuing with 
my course but it’s different with everything having moved online. With so much shut 
down it’s harder to get deliveries of the equipment I need to continue my studies so 
that’s slowed things down for me. I’m still learning how I can work from home. But I 
realise countless other people are having to do that too. Wearing a mask is my small 
part in how I think I can help this situation move along faster. It’s more hygienic for you 
and everyone you come into contact with.
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Xiang Zheng and Afzal Iqbal, office administrator and minicab driver

Xiang: I have been working from home for one month already. We go out and walk on 
the streets for exercise and to buy food. We have lots of face masks and anti bacterial 
wipes we use when we do go out.

Afzal: It’s been hard for me because as a mini cab driver I don’t have any work right 
now. I take people to and from airports. It’s a confined place in a mini cab so it’s not 
safe right now. I have applied for other jobs like parcel delivery and I’m hoping for a 
new job soon. We can’t pay all the bills, so we’ve had to ask our landlady to reduce the 
rent. Xiang can work remotely but in my case the adjustment has been very hard. I 
spend my time cooking, playing games and trying to keep my mind away from nega-
tivity. Hopefully we’ll get back to normal soon. This virus is airborne; small particles 
can fly two metres away. Masks act as a barrier to stop these particles, so they are a 
good thing to protect ourselves and others.
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Ibtisaam Ali, accountant

I am a single parent and I have my three children and two grandchildren living at home 
along with my disabled brother. He has been happy because we’re spending a lot more 
time together. I left my job a month before the lockdown and I now have been appro-
ved for universal credit, but my financial situation is hard with five people to support. 
My one son is a key worker for Sainsbury and he helps. I’m making masks for everybo-
dy now. I bought the fabrics on Holloway Road for one pound per metre. The elastic 
came from when I used to make clothes. It’s very expensive to buy masks now. I don’t 
want to buy masks every day to throw away. I am almost 50 and I am used to staying 
at home but it’s hard for my family because they’re young and they are just starting 
their lives, I am Muslim so I am used to covering my face in public, but wearing a mask 
is different because it’s tighter than the loose veil I normally wear. It covers your chin 
and it makes it hard to breathe. 

Oksana Yemelyanova, psychiatrist

I spent three weeks of this lockdown at home after having mild symptoms of this 
infection. But my illness only lasted for a week. It’s been in quite an interesting time 
for me staying indoors. I had things to do which were long overdue. I completed one 
of my paintings. I rehearsed a few musical pieces, and it’s been a long time since I 
played. I’ve had the chance to read more about medicine, which is very important for 
my professional development. I’m getting ready for my annual appraisal and I have 
been doing mandatory training online. Despite the first week when I was unwell, the 
rest of the time had been brilliant. WhatsApp, Skype and Messenger help me commu-
nicate with the whole world and my relationships with relatives in Russia, Spain in 
Latvia have improved. We are now more connected. Every cloud has a silver lining.

Halima Salvador, catering assistant

It’s been really hard as we can’t see our families or socialise anymore. I can’t go to 
doctor’s appointments and I have been trying for a baby so it has put everything 
on halt. We can’t do the necessary appointments as the hospitals are telling us not 
to come in. The only appointments that are available are telephone ones but that’s 
no use because I need to get blood tests done. So life has been pushed backwards 
instead of forward. Going to do your grocery shopping takes all day, there are long 
queues so you have to calculate when to do your shopping and online delivery takes 
three weeks. I hate wearing a mask. I feel like can’t breathe with it on but it is part of 
my identity now, and when I walk down the street my friends don’t recognise me. Ulti-
mately I’m taking each day as it comes. We just have to be thankful and know these 
times will pass. 
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Fausto Chavez, driver for Hackney Council

This has really affected families. Because of this situation people stay at home 
without leaving with their children because they are scared. It is hard for children 
because they don’t understand what’s happening and it’s very frustrating for them. It 
has also affected a lot of jobs. The economy in this country is going down because 
people are losing work. I think the pandemic is very dangerous now. I don’t feel well 
about this situation, I worry about my family and my friends. And sometimes I worry 
I’m going to lose my job because lot’s of jobs and offices are closing down. I’m happy 
using the mask because I protect myself, I protect the public and I protect the NHS. 
And that’s it. 
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Haastrup Haastrup, healthcare assistant

I work night shifts as a healthcare assistant in a nursing home of an NHS hospital. 
Work is not easy. It’s very bad. I didn’t expect as a carer that I would have to be there 
to help people who are sick with the virus.  When I leave the house it’s like I am going 
to face death every day, but you have to save lives. You have to show your love but you 
risk your life every day. It has been so stressful. The government should do more. It’s 
not easy wearing a mask. It’s hard to breathe. But we have to abide by the advice and 
the rules. I live on the top story of a building in a flat and we only have the corridor to 
do exercise in. The air outside is polluted with this virus but you need to go outside to 
buy food. You can’t starve so in a way you are risking death either way. It could happen 
to anyone. 

Hamed Ali, carer

I work as a carer in Dalson, Monday to Friday. It has been hard because there are fewer 
carers working. I feel very worried about going outside sometimes. I wear a mask 
because I feel that anxiety, I don’t like it but I have no choice. I need to protect myself 
and others.

Fatima Farif, student

This situation now is difficult, I miss being outside and exploring London, I like taking 
the underground. I’m studying Business and Accounting and the course has moved 
online since this pandemic. It’s not been too bad but I miss going to campus. I take 
wearing a mask outside very seriously because I have a condition called sickle cell 
anemia, which means that I am part of the vulnerable group. Because of this, I have 
been really worried about going outside. I go out only to buy food and nothing else.

Manny Wongkaew, creative director, stylist and lecturer at UAL

This is a big shift in my life. Normally I am always out and come home just to sleep. 
Now I am home all the time and it has opened me up to my local community. I have 
been walking on the canal as my daily exercise. I wake up, shower and then I’m ready 
to work. I finish work. I’m home all the time. Life is much simpler. I don’t miss commu-
ting at all. I’m a creative director and I teach. The classroom is now online. This can 
be an exciting opportunity for engaging and sharing ideas, but it is also hard. I miss 
physically creating something. I support wearing masks to protect myself and protect 
people in our community.
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Alessandro Merlo and Aldo Gianola, photographer and psychology student

I’m a photographer and this has stopped my entire work process and income. The 
start of this lockdown was very anxiety-inducing, I couldn’t do anything. I had to take 
time to accept that this was the situation everyone was going through. Since then 
I’ve been trying to spend my time creatively and that’s been keeping me sane. It’s put 
everything to a halt with Aldo too. He’s been studying and doing his exams from home. 
We’re Italian so we were concerned early on about the virus as we have family in Italy. 
I am someone who likes to dress up and wear clothing as a form of expression. I resi-
sted wearing a mask but then I realised it was ridiculous to not wear one because it 
stops the spread. I also think it signals to others that you’re looking after them. Even 
if you can’t see someone’s identity it signals that you are doing what you can to make 
others feel safer. 
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Adam Hammond, IT Manager

My girlfriend moved here from Croatia about three weeks before the lockdown. 
Previously we’d not spent more than two weeks together, even though we’ve known 
each other for twelve years. It’s been really great, actually. Having been stuck 
together now for six or seven weeks, she feels like this is home. It’s been really nice to 
have her here. The situation hasn’t really affected me financially because I can work 
from home. In a way it’s made it quite easy to work and live with other people in the 
flat because we all are very busy, working eight hours a day. And then we look forward 
to cooking and drinking and hanging out all together after. I’m getting kind of comfor-
table with it I guess, which is a strange thing, isn’t it? 

Julliet Makhapila, community educator and poet 
It’s terrible to see that so many people are losing their lives through this pandemic. It 
makes you realise life is short. But it is also a good reminder that we are all connected 
to each other. We need to learn to share more in this world. The little things in life are 
the most beautiful of all: smiling every day and loving our neighbours. COVID-19 also 
reminds us that social inequality is very real. I am constantly worried about shops 
closing or not having any food. COVID-19 has also made certain products become 
very expensive and that impacts people who have less money. Today was my first 
time wearing a mask. I think if you have a good quality mask it tricks your mind into 
thinking you’re going to be okay. For me, having one is just a comfort. I don’t believe it 
really makes a difference and l think the biggest practice is having good hygiene. Also 
washing hands, social distancing and self-isolating. I worry that masks could bring 
about more crime, because it conceals people’s identities. But I understand we need 
to follow guidelines given by our government.
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