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Back in the Days Jamel Shabazz is a phrase that evokes nostalgia, encapsulating a time when
urban life, fashion, and culture were intricately woven into the fabric of daily existence. Jamel
Shabazz, an acclaimed photographer, is known for his vivid portrayal of life in New York City during
the 1980s. His work is more than just a collection of photographs; it is a visual narrative that captures
the essence of a community, a lifestyle, and an era that continues to resonate with people today. In
this article, we will explore the life and work of Jamel Shabazz, his contributions to photography, and
the social and cultural context of his most renowned project, "Back in the Days."

Who is Jamel Shabazz?

Jamel Shabazz was born on March 21, 1965, in Brooklyn, New York. He grew up in a vibrant, yet
complex urban environment that would later become the backdrop for his photographic career. From
a young age, Shabazz was exposed to the rich cultural influences of his neighborhood, which included
music, fashion, and art. His passion for photography began in high school, where he was introduced to
the medium through a photography class. This newfound interest led him to develop a unique
perspective on his surroundings, focusing on the people and moments that defined his community.

Early Influences and Education

Shabazz's early influences were diverse and played a pivotal role in shaping his artistic vision. Here
are some key factors that contributed to his development:

1. Neighborhood Culture: Growing up in Brooklyn, Shabazz was surrounded by the energy of hip-hop
culture, street fashion, and the vibrant lifestyles of his peers.
2. Music: The sounds of hip-hop, jazz, and soul music permeated his environment. Artists like
Grandmaster Flash and Kurtis Blow influenced his perception of storytelling through visual and
auditory mediums.
3. Art and Street Photography: Notable photographers such as Gordon Parks and Roy DeCarava
inspired Shabazz's understanding of the power of photography as a tool for social commentary.

Shabazz's education extended beyond formal schooling. He honed his skills through extensive
practice, experimentation, and an innate curiosity about the world around him.

Back in the Days: The Photographic Journey

"Back in the Days" is not just a title; it represents a significant body of work that encapsulates the
essence of urban youth culture in the 1980s. This series of photographs showcases the lives of young
people in New York City, capturing their style, camaraderie, and the challenges they faced.



The Concept and Vision

At its core, the "Back in the Days" project is an exploration of identity and community. Shabazz aimed
to document the everyday lives of young people, emphasizing their individuality and shared
experiences. His vision was to create an authentic representation of life in the city, illustrating both
the joys and struggles of urban existence.

Some key themes in Shabazz's work include:

- Fashion: The bold, expressive styles of the 1980s are prominently featured in Shabazz's
photographs, showcasing the creativity and self-expression of youth culture.
- Friendship and Community: Many of Shabazz's images depict groups of friends, highlighting the
importance of social bonds in navigating the challenges of urban life.
- Social Issues: Shabazz's work also addresses themes of poverty, violence, and systemic inequality,
providing a stark contrast to the vibrant imagery of youth culture.

Technique and Style

Jamel Shabazz's photographic style is characterized by its candidness and spontaneity. He often used
a 35mm camera, allowing him to capture moments in real-time without the constraints of a more
formal setup. Some techniques that define his style include:

1. Natural Lighting: Shabazz utilized natural light to create a sense of authenticity in his images, often
shooting outdoors in the streets of New York.
2. Candid Shots: Many of his photographs are unposed, capturing genuine emotions and interactions
among subjects.
3. Vibrant Colors: The use of color in Shabazz's work reflects the lively spirit of the era, enhancing the
visual impact of his images.

Impact and Legacy

Jamel Shabazz's work has had a profound impact on the field of photography as well as on the cultural
landscape of urban art. His ability to document the lives of marginalized communities has resonated
with both contemporary audiences and future generations of photographers.

Recognition and Exhibitions

Throughout his career, Shabazz's work has been exhibited in various prestigious venues, including:

- The Studio Museum in Harlem
- The Museum of the City of New York
- The International Center of Photography

His photographs have also been featured in numerous publications, including art books and



magazines that focus on urban culture and photography.

Influence on Future Generations

Jamel Shabazz has inspired many emerging photographers and artists who seek to explore themes of
identity, community, and social justice through their work. His approach has encouraged a more
inclusive representation of diverse experiences in photography, paving the way for voices that may
have traditionally been overlooked.

Some notable aspects of his influence include:

- Mentorship: Shabazz has shared his knowledge and experience with young artists, guiding them in
their own creative journeys.
- Cultural Commentary: His work continues to serve as a lens through which contemporary issues can
be examined, encouraging discussions about race, class, and identity.

The Cultural Relevance of "Back in the Days"

"Back in the Days" is not merely a collection of photographs; it is a cultural artifact that reflects the
zeitgeist of a pivotal moment in American history. The 1980s were marked by significant social and
political changes, including the rise of hip-hop, the crack epidemic, and the fight for civil rights.
Shabazz's work captures these complexities, offering a window into the lives of those who lived
through them.

Connection to Hip-Hop Culture

The influence of hip-hop culture on Shabazz's work cannot be overstated. His photographs celebrate
the creativity and resilience of young people who were often marginalized by society. The imagery of
breakdancers, graffiti artists, and fashion-forward youth serves as a testament to the power of self-
expression and cultural identity.

Preservation of History

Through his photography, Shabazz has played a crucial role in preserving the history of urban youth
culture. His images serve as a historical record, documenting the styles, attitudes, and experiences of
a generation that has shaped contemporary culture in profound ways.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Back in the Days" by Jamel Shabazz is a poignant exploration of urban life that
transcends the boundaries of time and place. His work not only captures the essence of a bygone era



but also serves as a powerful reminder of the resilience and creativity of communities often
overlooked. Shabazz's legacy continues to inspire future generations, encouraging them to document
their own stories and experiences through the lens of photography. As we reflect on the past, we are
reminded of the importance of preserving our history, celebrating our culture, and honoring the
voices that have shaped our world.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Jamel Shabazz and why is he significant in
photography?
Jamel Shabazz is an American photographer known for his vibrant street photography that captures
the essence of urban life, particularly in New York City during the 1980s. His work documents the
culture, fashion, and social issues of the time, making him a significant figure in the field of
documentary photography.

What themes are commonly found in Jamel Shabazz's work?
Common themes in Jamel Shabazz's work include community, identity, youth culture, and the
celebration of Black life. His photographs often highlight the vibrancy of street fashion and the social
dynamics of urban neighborhoods.

How did Jamel Shabazz's upbringing influence his
photography?
Jamel Shabazz grew up in Brooklyn, New York, which exposed him to the dynamic street culture of the
city. His experiences as a young man in this environment deeply influenced his perspective and
choice of subjects, leading him to document the lives of those around him.

What is the significance of the book 'Back in the Days' by
Jamel Shabazz?
'Back in the Days' is a seminal photography book that showcases Shabazz's work from the 1980s. It
features striking images of young people in their neighborhoods, capturing their style and spirit, and
serves as an important historical document of that era's culture.

How did Jamel Shabazz's photography reflect the social issues
of the 1980s?
Jamel Shabazz's photography reflects the social issues of the 1980s by portraying the realities of
urban life, including themes of inequality, violence, and community resilience. His work provides a
candid look at the struggles and triumphs of everyday people during a transformative period.



What techniques does Jamel Shabazz employ in his
photography?
Jamel Shabazz often uses natural light, candid moments, and vibrant colors to capture the energy of
his subjects. He emphasizes spontaneity and intimacy in his images, creating a sense of connection
between the viewer and the people he photographs.

How does Jamel Shabazz's work contribute to the
conversation about Black identity?
Jamel Shabazz's work contributes to the conversation about Black identity by portraying the richness
and diversity of Black culture. His images challenge stereotypes and celebrate the individuality and
creativity of Black communities, fostering a deeper understanding of their experiences.

What influence has Jamel Shabazz had on contemporary
photographers?
Jamel Shabazz has influenced contemporary photographers by inspiring them to explore personal and
community narratives through street photography. His emphasis on authenticity, cultural pride, and
social commentary encourages new generations of photographers to document their own
environments.

How can one view Jamel Shabazz's work today?
Jamel Shabazz's work can be viewed through various photography exhibitions, online galleries, and
his published books. Many of his iconic images are also available on social media platforms where he
shares his ongoing projects and connects with audiences.
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