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Taryn Simon
An American Index
of the Hidden and Unfamiliar

U.S. Customs and Border Protection, Contraband Room
John E. Kennedy International Airport
Queens, New York

African cane rats infested with maggors, Afvican yams (dioscorea), Andean potatoes, Ban-
gladeshi cucurbit plants, bush meat, cherimaya fruit, curry leaves (murraya), dried orange
peels, fresh eggs, giant African snail, impala skull cap, jackfruit seeds, June plum, kola
nuts, mango, okri, p.a.n.n’rm_;’i‘m’r. pig nose, pig moteths, ',':rn'»(’, i J.ﬁnn‘fﬂ:]' (chicken), South
American pig head, South American tree tomatoes, South Asian lime infected with citrus

canker, sugar cane (poaceae), uncooked meats, unidentified sub rropical plant in sorl.

All items in the photograph were seized from the baggage of passengers arriving in
the U.S. ar JFK Terminal 4 from abroad over a 48-hour period. All seized items are
identified, dissected, and then either ground up or incinerated. JFK processes more

international passengers than any other airport in the United States.



Hymenoplasty

Cosmetic Surgery, PA.
Fort Lauderdale, Florida
I'he patient in this photograph is a 21-year-old woman of Palestinian descent, living
in the Unired States. In order to adhere to cultural and familial expectations regarding
her virginity and marriage, she underwent hymenoplasty. Without it she feared she
would be rejected by her future husband and bring shame upon her family. She Hew
in secrer to Florida where the operation was performed by Dr. Bernard Stern, a plastic
surgeon she located on the internet.
The purpose of hymenoplasty is to reconstruct a ruptured hymen, the membrane
which parrially covers the opening of the vagina. It is an outpatient procedure which
takes approximately 30 minutes and can be done under local or intravenous anes-

thesia. Dr. Stern charges $3,500 for hymenoplasty. He also performs labiaplasty and

vaginal rejuvenation.



Nuclear Waste Encapsulation and Storage Facility, Cherenkov Radiation

Hanford Site, U.S. Department of Energy
Southeastern Washington State

Submerged in a pool of water at Hanford Site are 1,936 stainless-steel nuclear-waste
capsules containing cesium and strontium. Combined, they contain over 120 mil-
lion curies of radioactivity. It is estimated to be the most curies under one roof in the
United States. The blue glow is created by the Cherenkov Effect which describes the
electromagnetic radiation emitted when a charged parricle, giving off energy, moves
faster than light through a transparent medium. The temperatures of the capsules are
as high as 330 degrees Fahrenheit. The pool of water serves as a shield against radia-
tion; a human standing one foot from an unshielded capsule would receive a lethal
dose of radiarion in less than ten seconds. Hanford is among the most contaminated
sites in the United States



Cryopreservation Unit
Cryonies Institurte
Clinton Township, Michigan

This cryopreservation unit holds the bodies of Rhea and Elaine Ettinger, the mother and
Sfirst wifé of cryonics pioneer, Robert Ettinger. Robert, author of The Prospect of
Immortality and Man into Superman is still alive.

The Cryonics Institure offers cryostasis (freezing) services for individuals and pets
upon death.Cryostasis is practiced with the hope that lives will ultimarely be extended
through future developments in science, technology, and medicine. When, and if,
these developments occur, Institute members hope to awake to an extended life in
good health, free from discase or the aging process. Cryostasis must begin immedi-
ately upon legal death. A person or pet is infused with ice-preventive substances and
quickly cooled to a temperature where physical decay virtually stops. The Cryonics
Institute charges $28,000 for cryostasis if it is planned well in advance of legal death
and $35,000 on shorter notice.



“World Church of God’ Simulation
Military Operations on Urban Terrain (MOUT)
Fort Campbell, Kentucky

The Cassidy Military Operations on Urban Terrain (MOUT) training site is a 90,000
square kilomerer training facility built for tactical simulations of urban combat. Cas-
sidy MOUT contains representations of government buildings, a hospital, a bank, a
school, suburban homes, apartment buildings, narrow and wide streets, a park, and
detailed elements such as street signs, sewer covers, utility cables, and streetlamps.

The World Church of God represents a generic religious structure where city resi-
dents meet for collective worship. Recently;, Cassidy MOUT constructed a wall around
the church to mimic the set-up of many mosques in both Iraq and Afghanistan,



Military Operations on Urban Terrain, Virtual Simulation
MeraVR

Brookline, Massachuserts

This computer-generated model of Fort Campbells Military Operations on Urban Ter-
rain (MOUT) site in Kentucky depicts the cement wall recently built around the World
Church of God to simulate a mosque in Afghanistan or Irag.

MetaVR, a software company that creates 3D, real-time, PC-based visual systems
combining geo-specific simulations with game quality graphics, built a computer
generated replica of Fort Campbells MOUT site. Virtual simulations like these are
used for the training of soldiers and the development of furure combar systems and
strategies. They enable soldiers to operate a computer as an individual combarant
from the perspective of a first person shooter, commonly seen in popular computer
games. The U.S. Army uses MOUT sites, site simulations and 3D virtual MOUT site
interactions to prepare soldiers for urban warfare, which is considered the future of
enemy combar,



The Central Intelligence Agency, Art
CIA Original Headquarters Building
Langley, Virginia

The Fine Arts Commission of the CIA is responsible for acquiring art to display in the
Agencys buildings. Among the Commissions curated art are two pieces (pictured) by
Thomas Downing, on long-term loan from the Vincent Melzac collection. Downing
was a member of the Washington Color School, a group of post World War Il painters
whose influence helped to establish the city as a center for arts and culture. Vincent
Melzac was a private collector of abstract art and the Administrative Director of the
Corcoran Gallery of Arr, Washington D.C.s premiere art museum.

Since the founding of the CIA in 1947, the Agency has participated in both covert
and public cultural diplomacy efforts throughout the world. It is speculated that some
of the ClAs involvement in the arts was designed to counter Soviert Communism by
helping to popularize what it considered pro-American thought and aesthetic sensibil-
ities. Such involvement has raised historical questions about certain art forms or styles
that may have elicited the interest of the Agency, including abstract expressionism.



White Tiger (Kenny), Selective Inbreeding
Turpentine Creek Wildlife Refuge and Foundation
Eureka Springs, Arkansas

In the United States, all living white tigers are the result of selective inbreeding to
artificially create the genetic conditions that lead to white fur, ice-blue eyes, and a pink
nose. Kenny was born to a breeder in Bentonville, Arkansas on February 3, 1999, As
a result of inbreeding, Kenny is mentally retarded and has significant physical limita-
tions. Due to his deep-set nose, he has difficulty breathing and closing his jaw, his
teeth are severely malformed, and he limps from abnormal bone structure in his fore-
arms. The cthree other tigers in Kenny’s litter are nor considered to be quality white

tigers as they are yellow coated, cross-eyed, and knock-kneed.



J'”J{.{_}'J'Ja:]'. Braille Edition
Playboy Enterprises, Inc.
New York, New York

The National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS), a divi-
sion of the U.S. Library of Congress, provides a free national library program of Braille
and recorded materials for blind and physically handicapped persons. Magazines in-
cluded in the NLS's programs are selected on the basis of demonstrated reader interest.
This includes the publishing and distribution of a Braille edition of Playboy.

Approximately 10 million American adults read Playboy every month, with 3 mil-
lion obtaining it through paid circulation. It has included articles by writers such as
MNorman Mailer, Vladimir Nabokov, [’liilip Roth, .]".‘"" Carol Oates, and Kurt \'11|:[1\‘:_'.1H
and conducted interviews with Salvador Dali, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Malcolm X.



S
No more secrets

The American photographer Taryn Simon will step into a room full of glowing nuclear waste if that's the
of the Hidden and Unfamiliar, a new collection of photographs in which she throws light into some of the

wrote in Bishop Blougram’s Apology (1855). It is a line that has inspired

writers from Graham Greene, who said in his 1971 memoir 4 Sort of
Life that it could serve as an epigraph to all his novels, to Orhan Pamuk, who
sets it at the beginning of his novel Snow. It could equally well serve as an
introduction to the photography of a woman whose aesthetic is one of stretch-
ing the limits of what we are allowed to see and know, of going to the ambigu-
ous boundaries where dangers — physical, intellectual, even moral — may await.
Taryn Simon doesn’t think twice about entering a room filled with nuclear
waste capsules glowing blue with radiation that, were you not shielded against
it, would kill you in seconds. I am always immensely grateful to people who do
impossible things on my behalf and bring back the picture. It means I don’t
have to do it, but at least I know what it looks like. So one’s first feeling on
looking at many of these extraordinary images is gratitude (followed quickly by
a momentary pang of envy: the sedentary writer’s salute to the woman of
action). I once knew a sports photographer who bribed a course attendant at
Aintree racecourse to allow him to sit wedged in at the foot of Becher’s Brook
so that he could bring back ‘impossible’ photographs of the mighty racehorses
jumping over his head. If one of them had fallen on him, of course, he would
almost certainly have been killed, but he knew, as Simon knows, that one of the
arts of great photography is to get yourself into the place — the radioactive
room, the animal disease centre, the racecourse fence — in which the photo-
graph is about to occur, and seize it when it does.

‘Most of what matters in our lives takes place in our absence,” the narrator of
my novel Midnight's Children reflects. If Saleem Sinai had seen Simon’s photo-
graphs he would have realised that he was more right than he knew. Look at the
innocent orange and yellow cables coming up through the floor in an almost
empty room in New Jersey, protected only by the simplest metal cage: they have
travelled 4,029.6 miles (Simon likes to be precise) across the ocean floor from
Saunton Sands in north Devon to bring America news from elsewhere —
60,211,200 simultaneous voice conversations, Simon says. The point about these
cables is that you might have guessed that such things probably existed but you
almost certainly had no notion of where they were, or how many, or how thick,
or what colour, until you saw this picture. You could not have imagined your
voice into this banal yet magical room, but it has been here, transformed into
little digital parcels of energy. Every day we pass through secret worlds like the
worlds inside these cables, never suspecting what is happening to us. Which,
then, is the phantom world and which the ‘real’: ours, or theirs? Are we no more
than the ghosts in these machines?

Ours is an age of secrets. Above, beneath and beside what Fernand Braudel
called the ‘structures of everyday life’ are structures anything but everyday, lives
about which we may have heard something but have almost certainly seen noth-
ing — and other lives about which we have never heard and yet others in whose
existence it is hard to believe even when we are shown the pictorial evidence.

How do you get into the world’s most secret places, and get out with the
picture? The great journalist Ryszard Kapuscinski said he survived the
world’s most dangerous war zones by making himself seem small and unim-
portant, not worthy of the warlord’s bullet. But Simon doesn’t deal in stolen
images; these are formal, highly realised, often carefully posed pictures, need-
ing full co-operation.

When so many make such great efforts to conceal the truth from the mass of
people, an artist such as Simon is an invaluable counter-force. ( Turn to p55)

O ur interest’s on the dangerous edge of things,” the poet Robert Browning

US Customs and Border Protection,
Contraband Room
John F Kennedy International Airport, New York

All these items (including African cane rats infected with maggots, Andean

potatoes, bush meat, giant African snail, pig nose and raw poultry)

were seized from passengers arriving in the US at JFK Terminal 4 over 48 hours.
Prohibited agricultural items can harbour foreign animal and

plant pests and diseases that could damage US crops, livestock, pets and

the environment. All items seized are identified, dissected and then

either ground up or incinerated
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only way to catch the image she wants. Salman Rushdie introduces An American Index
world’s most hidden places
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Transatlantic
Sub-marine Cables
Reaching Land
VSNL International,
Avon, New Jersey
These VSNL sub-marine
telecommunications
cables extend
thousands of miles
across the Atlantic
Ocean. Capable of
transmitting more than
60 million simultaneous
voice conversations,
these underwater fibre-
optic cables stretch from
Saunton Sands in north
Devon to the coast of
New Jersey. The cables
run below ground and
emerge directly into the
VSNL International
headquarters, where
signals are amplified and
split into distinctive
wavelengths enabling
transatlantic phone
calls and internet
transmissions

Playboy, Braille
Edition
Playboy Enterprises
Inc, New York
The National Library
Service for the Blind and
Physically Handicapped,
a division of the US
Library of Congress,
provides a free national
library of Braille and
recorded materials for
the blind and physically
handicapped.
Magazines are selected
on the basis of
demonstrated reader
interest. They include a
Braille edition of Playboy.
Approximately 10 million
American adults read
Playboy every month. It
has included articles by
writers such as Norman
Mailer, Vladimir
Nabokov, Philip Roth,
Kurt Vonnegut and
Malcolm X
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Avian Quarantine
Facility
The New York Animal
Import Centre,
New York
The picture shows
European finches seized
upon illegal importation
into the US and African
grey parrots in
quarantine. All imported
birds not of US or
Canadian origin must
undergo a 30-day
quarantine in a US
Department of
Agriculture animal
import quarantine
facility. Birds are placed
in incubators called
isolettes that control the
spread of disease. Each
year the New York
Animal Import Centre
processes upwards of
4,000 horses, 400
swine, 40 llamas and
1,100 species of bird

Cryopreservation Unit
Cryonics Institute
Clinton Township,

Michigan
This cryopreservation
unit holds the bodies
of Rhea and Elaine

Ettinger, the mother and
first wife of cryonics

pioneer Robert Ettinger.
The Institute offers
cryostasis (freezing)

services for individuals
and pets upon death.
Cryostasis is practised
with the hope that lives
will ultimately be
extended through future
developments in
science, technology and
medicine. A person is
infused with ice-
preventive substances
and quickly cooled to
a temperature where
physical decay virtually
stops. The Institute
charges a one-off fee of
up to $35,000 for
cryostasis
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Research Marijuana Crop Grow Room
National Centre for Natural Products
Research, Oxford, Mississippi
The National Centre for Natural Products
Research (NCNPR) is the only facility in the
US licensed to cultivate cannabis for scientific
research. It is also responsible for analysing
seized marijuana for potency trends, herbicide
residuals such as paraquat, and fingerprint
identification. While 11 states have legalised the
medical use of marijuana, a 2005 Supreme
Court decision allows for the arrest of any
individual caught using it for this purpose

The Central Intelligence Agency, Art
CIA Original HQ, Langley, Virginia
The Fine Arts Commission of the CIA is
responsible for acquiring art to display in the
Agency’s buildings. These pieces are by Thomas
Downing, a member of the Washington Colour
School. Since its founding in 1947, the CIA has
participated in both covert and public cultural
diplomacy throughout the world. It is speculated
that some CIA involvement in the arts was
designed to counter Soviet Communism by
helping to popularise what it considered
pro-American thought and aesthetic sensibilities
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Democracy needs visibility, light. It is in the
unseen darkness that unsavoury things huddle
and grow. Somehow, Simon has persuaded a
good few denizens of hidden worlds not to scurry
for shelter when the light is switched on, as cock-
roaches do, and vampires, but to pose proudly for
her invading lens.

Not for her the shaky hand-held camera, the
grainy monochrome film stock of the ‘real’. Her
subjects — parrots in quarantine cages, marijuana
plants grown for research in William Faulkner’s
home town of Oxford, Mississippi — are suffused
with light, captured with a bright, hyper-realist,
high-definition clarity that gives a kind of star
status to these hidden worlds, whose occupants
might be thought to be the opposites of stars. In
her vision, they are dark stars brought into the
light. What is not known, rarely seen, possesses a
form of occult glamour, and it is that black beauty
which she so brightly, and brilliantly, reveals.

Simon uses text as few photographers do, as
an integral part of the work. There are images that
do not reveal their meaning until the text is read.
There are (rare) instances when the text is more
bizarrely interesting than the image. Cataloguing
the confiscated contents of the US Customs and
Border Protection Contraband Room at John F
Kennedy Airport, Simon offers up a kind of sur-
realist fugue, an ode to forbidden fruit (and meat)
that outdoes even her cornucopia of an image.

For the most part, however, her images easily
hold their own. The smoky, white-on-white por-
trait of the degree-zero cryogenic preservation
pod in which the bodies of the mother and wife of
the cryonics pioneer Robert Ettinger are frozen
is beyond spooky, speaking so eloquently of our
fear of death and our dreams of immortality that
few words are necessary. And in at least one
instance there’s a remarkable piece of ‘found’ art.
Who could have predicted that those 90 stainless-
steel capsules containing radioactive cesium and
strontium submerged in a pool of water and giving
off that blue radiation would so closely resemble,
when photographed from above, the map of the
United States of America? When a photographer
comes up with an image as potently expressive as
that, even a dedicated word-person such as myself
is bound to concede that such a picture is worth at
least a thousand words.

Taryn Simon: ‘An American Index of the Hidden
and Unfamiliar’ ( Steidl), is available for £40 plus
£1.25 p&p (expect at least 30 days for delivery).
To order, call Telegraph Books on 0870-428 4112.
The exhibition is on at the Whitney Museum of
Modern American Art, New York, until June 24

The Hoh Rainforest Understory and Forest Structure
Olympic National Park, Washington (top)
This is the largest preserved coastal temperate rainforest in the world. It is considered to be the wettest spot
in the continental US, receiving 140-167 inches of rain per year. Located within Olympic National Park,
the Hoh is fully protected from commercial exploitation. Rainforest beyond the park’s borders has been
logged heavily over the past century. Pacific Yew, specific to the region and once considered insignificant,
was recently discovered to harbour Taxol, a natural compound now being used to treat cancers

Nuclear Waste Encapsulation and Storage Facility
Cherenkov Radiation Hanford Site, US Department of Energy, Southeastern Washington State
Submerged in a pool of water at Hanford Site are 1,936 stainless-steel nuclear-waste capsules containing
cesium and strontium. Combined, they contain more than 120 million curies of radioactivity, estimated to be
the most curies under one roof in the US. The blue glow is created by the Cherenkov Effect which
describes the electromagnetic radiation emitted when a charged particle moves faster than light through a
transparent medium. The temperature of the capsules is as high as 330F. The water shields against radiation;
standing a foot from an unshielded capsule, you would receive a lethal dose in under 10 seconds
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