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Xavier Ribas’s Nitrate is a complex and ambitious
body of work which addresses global capitalism,
the disparities of wealth and power between
classes and nations and the legacies of history. In
some ways, it is more akin to politically-engaged,
campaigning history writing than to documentary
photography as traditionally conceived. New
picture-making plays a part, but only a part, in this
extensively researched project which brings
together historical photographs, artefacts and texts
from various sources and time periods, to
construct an elaborate critical interpretation of
national and international power relations both
past and present.

The focus of the work is the pre-First World
War sodium nitrate extraction industry in the
Atacama Desert of northern Chile, which was
largely in the hands of British companies operating
out of Liverpool and the City of London that had
purchased operating concessions from the Chilean
government. Nitrate was used as the basis for
fertilisers and explosives, and Chile was the
principal known source. Conditions for workers in
the industry, we are told, were oppressive. A
statement of workers’ grievances is presented,
dated 1904. Three years later, 300 striking workers
were shot dead by the Chilean army. British
industrialists and financiers, meanwhile, enjoyed
the fruits of wealth. One was Henry Hucks Gibbs,
Lord Aldenham. We learn of his refined life and
cultured interests: an art collector, historian and
philologist, he was a major contributor to the
Oxford English Dictionary.

Ribas develops his exploiters-vs-exploited
story by means of two imaginative leaps. First, he
draws attention to two IRA bombs in the City of
London, in 1992 at the Baltic Exchange and 1993
in Bishopsgate, close to the site of Gibbs’s former
HQ. The bombs were made from nitrate-based
explosive. Second, he covers the 1907 Lowell
Expedition, an astronomical expedition sent to
Oficina Alianza, location of one of Gibbs’s
extraction works, to take photographs of Mars
through clear Andean skies. In the context of a
story about globalised exploitation of natural
resources and people, set in the driest landscape
on Earth, the poignancy of Lowell is that its
mission was to test the utopian hypothesis that
there were canals on Mars, dug by Martians co-
operating on a global scale to share diminishing
water resources. Travel writer Mabel Loomis Todd,
wife of the expedition’s leader, spent her days
roaming the region with a camera and took a
number of remarkable snapshots of nitrate workers
at their work. These pictures have not been seen
publicly before.

Nitrate presents a great deal of text
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