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An insight in to the journey of an Afghan refugee to Ireland. These photographs depict the struggles facing refugees 
on an ongoing basis. The story is based on the story of Qassim told during an interview on February 2016. Qassim is an 
Afghan refugee who now resides in Ireland at a refugee camp. This story begins when Qassim made a critical decision. 
War, poverty and corruption led to his predicament. This decision involves Qassim leaving his family and homeland in 
hope of finding peace. 

Project introduction
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                   Key Influences

Willie Doherty:

Willie Doherty is a photographer from County Derry. To inspire this project, a range of different photographers were researched. 
One of the most striking and eye catching photographers was Willie Doherty. Doherty’s projects include those such as Unseen, 
Unfinished and Ghost. The inspiration for this type of photography comes from Doherty’s simple yet sophisticated work. His photo-
graphic techniques were built into this project. Due to his in depth researching and experience, his photography has depth in many 
dimensions. Doherty’s work has the ability to capture the audience’s attention, add comprehension and understanding. 



3Sayed Alimi B00064143Photography Project Book

Deutsche Börse Photography Prize 
2016 “Safeya’s Tears “

These are one of the photos that inspired me to study photog-
raphy.
The close up of this photo and showing the face expression 
and tears is what makes the photo so dramatic. This photo re-
ally motivated me to work on and develop my  low-key photog-
raphy skills.

George Wheelhouse:

George is a wild life photographer, he took several photos of the 
animals during his photography project in RAW format.
On his blog he shows how to turn normal photographs to low-key 
during post processing with the help of Lightroom. The low-key 
photographs in this photobook are the first compiled. George’s 
tutorials aided this. 
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Jason Mac Cormac:

Jason Mac Cormac is an Irish photographer and he did a 
project  which involved beautiful countrysides of Ireland, 
landscape photography,beside of the landscape photog-
raphy he does portrait and wedding photography also. 
He is using low shutter speed for landscape photography 
to show creativity same like other photographers.

Matthew John Romcevich:

Matthew John Romcevich is a photographer, he was 
born in Colorado. At the age of 18 he received a  35 mm 
SLR camera from his parents. Matthew is a professional 
photographer and his use of color isolation photography 
inspires some of the work seen in this photobook. 
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Project Overview

This project was chosen to convey the struggles that face 
Afghan refugees and are unheard of. The reality of the strug-
gles are largely ignored by mainstream media and therefore 
ignored. It is crucial that the public is made aware of such 
instances. Through creative and artistic photography, aware-
ness regarding these circumstance can be built. 
Potential interviewees (refugees) were researched and locat-
ed through contacts. After asking from several of my friends, 
Through friends, contact was acquired with an Afghan refu-
gee, currently residing in Ireland. It is important to note that 
many of the potential interviewee was hesitant to speak about 
his journey. This is due to fear that it may effect his eligibility 
for asylum. As a result, the interviewee is anonymous.  
The refugee is situated in a camp in Athlone, Co Westmeath. 
To ensure that the interviewee and his friends were as com-
fortable as possible, there was no video recording, voice only. 
The interviewees were made aware of the project and the 
aims clearly to put them at ease. 

Questions:
The following questions were asked during the interview:
What is your name?
How old are you?
From which part of Afghanistan are you from?
When did you leave your country?
How long have you been in Ireland?
Do you like this country?
What struggles did you face during your journey?
Please talk to me about your journey in detail.

The questions were asked in Persian and the interviews were also 
in Persian as the refugees could speak little English. This allowed 
the breakdown of any language barriers that may arise. From four 
different stories the most important and in depth account was cho-
sen. After revising the voice recording, crucial components were 
translated to English script. To translate in the right context and 
eliminate language barriers, translation was done by an experi-
enced translator. The full recording length is 19 minutes. Crucial 
points were translated to a script seen on next page. 
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Forty years of consistent war, lack of education, poverty and 
corruption, obliged me to depart from my homeland. 
I would have never, imagined of the inhumanity and nightmare, 
that would face me along this path.
Oh God, I wish, I wish, I knew.
5 AM he woke me,“It’s time to leave”.
I am unaware of where he is taking me.
I followed him relentlessly until we arrived at the coastline. 
The sight of the powerful waves instilled within me fear and anxi-
ety.
I climbed on a coffin boat. We were as if, an ant was placed in a 
vast sea.
The direction was merely pointed to us in that vast sea.
Hours later, we overcame the struggles of the sea.
It was surreal, I was a live. Feeling my arms and legs to come 
back to earth.
A shadow approached and told me to follow into the night of the 
jungle.
The fear of water had left me but a new one had started.

There was pain in my foot; I lowered my gaze to my boots where I 
found blood dripping.
I had long been waiting to find somebody with a uniform to help me. 
He appeared and took me to investigate.
By sunrise we were let go, only to see another shadow approach. 
“I will take you to your destination but you must do as I say. Behave 
like a corpse, don’t drink, don’t eat, and don’t breathe like a normal 
person, or you will be caught”
I was inside a container for 45 hours, with no water, no food, lying 
like a corpse. Until the time had come to escape the container.
I jump from the container to find myself on a motorway, with no clue 
what to do or where I am.
Eventually I followed the direction in which traffic was moving until I 
reached a petrol station.
I saw a taxi at the station. “I Afghan, no passport, police station”. I 
saw the first sign of humanity after this journey. He took me in his 
taxi to the police station without asking for any money.
At the police station, they asked many questions but I had only but 
one. “Where am I?” They answered Ireland.
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Storyboard
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Poster
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Locations
Location 1: Refugee Camp Athlone, Co Westmeath
Purpose: Interview and photo-shot

A total of 26 photographs from out side and inside of the refugee camp 
were taken. From 26 photos, 4 main pictures were chosen. These photo-
graphs portrays the daily life of refugees best.

Camera settings:

To shoot the photos, the image format was adjusted to RAW instead of 
JPEG, as Raw images are very easy to edit during post processing.

Lenses:
External “Nikkor 55-200mm VR“
Internal “Nikkor 18-55mm VR“
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Location 2: Baily, Howth, Co.
Dublin
Purpose: Photo-shot

The teddy in these photographs represent the lost children. A lot of par-
ents lost their kids during journey from Turkey to Greece. A total of 4000 
afghan refugees lost their life at Aegean Sea while making their journey.

Composition:
For this composition, an old Teddy was used as props. On the west 
side of the light house there is a very good location for photography. A 
total of 36 photographs were captured from multiple locations. Three 
main photos were chosen from this collection that best depict lost chil-
dren. 

Lens:
Nikkor 55-200mm VR
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Location 3: Glendalough,Upper lake
Purpose: Photo & Video shot

To show the jungles that the refugees encountered through-
out their journey, Glendalough was chosen.
Out of a total 70 photographs 6 images were chosen. 

Composition:
In one part of the interview, Qassim
explains his journey through jungles and mountains following 
the smuggler (‘shadow’). 
To represent this part of story, photos were captured in minia-
ture mode to show the subject small relative to the unknown 
jungle. 

Lens:
Nikkor 55-200mm VR & 18-55mm VR
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Location 4: Donabate, Co. Dublin, 
Purpose: Photo-shoot

To show the high waves of the sea and the weather encountered during 
Qassim’s journey. This was done at Donabate beach under windy condi-
tions.

Composition:
The weather was cold and windy. A total number of 112 photographs 
were taken. On bright days, the three-inch screen can never be trusted 
on my camera. Therefore, 25 photos were taken for each composition. 
The first photo represents the distance of the journey and the fierce, pow-
erful waves. This was to recreate the fear of water that had overcome Qa-
ssim. To create blurry edges effects, while shooting photos, the camera 
was zoomed in and out. An old tire was photographed to represent sunk-
en kayaks. This effect is called color isolation.

Lens:
Nikkor 55-200mm VR & 18-55mm VR
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Location 5: Donabate, Co. Dublin, 
Purpose: Photo-shoot and Video

The weather was extremely windy and rainy. This was a great oppor-
tunity to photograph waves during evening time. Using plastic bags, the 
DSLR camera was used to shield from the rain. To portray more dramatic 
and fierce waves, the weather conditions were fonder for taking photo-
graphs.

Composition:
From an overall 82 photographs, four photographs were chosen. The 
chosen photographs, I believe, portray the struggles that refugees and 
the interviewee faced during their journey best. Each photograph is edit-
ed to tell the story clearly and allow the audience to derive their own con-
clusions.

Lens:
Nikkor 55-200mm VR & 18-55mm VR
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Location 6: Phoenix Park
Purpose: Photo-shoot

To take creative photographs, two different types of photographs were 
taken at Phoenix Park, Dublin. 

Composition:
The first composition aimed to capture the reflection of a man inside a 
bottle, but attempts failed to recreate this. As a result, a different type 
of composition was chosen. A volunteer was used to stand close to a 
puddle. The subject was then told to point in a direction. The tripod was 
placed in its full height to cover the subject’s legs and the area of the pud-
dle fully. A similar photo was taken but just with the subject’s shoes resid-
ing by the puddle. With the help of Photoshop, the subject was deleted 
and his shadow and shoes remained. This photograph is to portray the 
mysterious smugglers (‘shadows’ as explained by the interviewee) that 
would direct the group to where they should travel. “Man inside of the bot-
tle is downloaded from Google images for the example.“

Lens:
Nikkor 55-200mm VR & 18-55mm VR
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Location 7: Inside home
Purpose: Photo-shoot

Low-key photography is very famous amongst photographers. Low-key 
photographs are specially important for conveying facial expressions and 
emotion. 

Composition:
To achieve a good low-key portrait photo, understanding of the camera’s 
settings is very important. These four photographs are the first low-key 
photographs I ever took. Positioning of the speed light, focusing on the 
nearest eye of the subject is very important in this type of photography. To 
keep ambient light away, the light was positioned very close to the sub-
ject’s face. These photographs aimed to portray the level of deep thought 
that goes into making a critical decision to leave one’s homeland.

Lens: 
Nikkor: 18-55mm VR
Speed light:  Lets LetsPro TT-680
Camera: Nikon D5100
Tripod: Hahnel 60 Trail
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Low Key photography
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Videos section
In order to bring more understanding and comprehension to the story, a video clip was made. The video clip brings the photographs and 
videos taken to life and directs the audience’s attention.. The video contains voice over (translation) of the original interview. Crucial com-
ponents of the interview were translated and used to convey the message clearly. 
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Equipments
For my final year project, private photography equipment such 
as DSLR cameras Nikon D5100 and D80 were used. In order to 
keep the cameras stable during low shutter photography and video 
shoot, Hahnel 60 Trail Tripod was used. This tripod has fluid head 
allowing for smooth pan and tilt. For the voice recordings, Zoom 
H2N Digital Sound Recorder was used.
DIY
Slider:
To add more creativity to the video clip, I built a slider. The slid-
er was built from two drawer rollers; they were placed equally on 
a piece of wood and a few screws were used to keep them in the 
place. Few video clips were captured successfully using this home-
made slider. 
Video Stabilizer:
As all equipment have some limitation to an extent, I built a video 
stabilize. This was done using two metal pipes and 2.3 Kg weights 
suspended from the pipes.

DIY Video Stabilizer

DIY Video Slider
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this project really helped me to understand struggles facing refugees intimately. For ethical reasons certain 
aspects of the story are intentionally left out. These included sensitive subjects such as rape and violent beatings. Focus was 
narrowed more on life and death scenarios to emphasis close calls to death. Furthermore, the frequency of life or death sit-
uations are quite high. The aim of the photography shown here, is to convey struggles that go unnoticed in main stream me-
dia. Through creative photography awareness can be raised. 

From a personal perspective, there are so many important issues that do not gain public attention to a degree that causes 
people to take action. This project aims to enhance awareness to a degree that allows people to change their perceptions 
towards refugees and take positive action. 

Qassim and his friends are strong and resilient people that have endured atrocities along their journey. Their stories show 
that one can overcome and conquer challenges in life. Ireland is a wonderful country and I am really grateful to be given  the 
opportunity to live a better life in terms of working and studying. However, I really hope that this  opportunity can one day 
come to all refugees situated in the country. 

One complaint Qassim and his friends made was that they feel like they are just stuck in life. Unfortunately, while they are 
waiting for citizenship they don’t have access to education or have the right to work. From a personal opinion, I really hope 
that Ireland overcomes this obstacle. I believe as Ireland is growing and developing, this is an opportunity for more ideas and 
opportunities to be created.

On the outlook of the future, I hope that this project inspires other aspiring or professional photographers. Collaborating and 
working on this subject through photography can bring awareness to the refugee crisis to a larger extent. This subject is one 
that is very close to my interests. This project is a starting point for me as a photographer. I aim to carry on with this project 
within the next few months. Due to time restrictions and resource limitations, being at the forefront of the refugee locations 
and routes was not possible. I will carry on to take real-life photographs as refugees make their journey. 


