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practice for over 20 years, born from
 a childhood 

desire to be an actress that w
as squashed due to 

h
er shyn

ess an
d social an

xiety. P
h

otography, 
though, proved to be the rem

edy A
nja w

as looking 
for. “W

hen
 I discovered photography, I realised 

that I could tell stories w
ithout w

ords. T
he cam

era 
becam

e a tool that could turn
 m

y ideas in
to 

reality,” she says.  “Since I am
 m

ore com
fortable 

w
hen

 I am
 alon

e, I started playin
g out m

y ow
n 

characters…
 I have often w

ondered how
 I ended up 

doing w
hat I do, but looking back to the beginning, 

it m
akes sense. I w

as using m
y body to tell stories 

in a setting that m
ade m

e com
fortable, alone.”

W
hile w

orking alone has long been A
nja’s m

odus 
operan

di, at n
o tim

e has she felt m
ore isolated 

than w
hen she w

as creating her latest series, “She 
C

ould H
ave B

een
 A

 C
ow

boy”, shot in
 the U

tah 
desert. A

n
ja drove solo through the A

m
erican 

Southw
est for several w

eeks, w
ith n

othin
g for 

com
pany except her rental car and her thoughts. 

She stayed in
 character the en

tire tim
e, hikin

g 
m

ountain trails, visiting saloons and even riding a 
horse on the sam

e field w
here John W

ayne film
ed 

on
e of his fam

ous cin
em

a battles, all the w
hile 

pushing herself to em
body the sam

e fearlessness 
that her cow

boy represen
ted. “I w

as so n
ervous 

leading up to this trip, the thought of driving alone 
for w

eeks in the vast foreign scenery really scared 
m

e,” A
nja says. 

“B
eing there I slow

ly started to overcom
e that and 

w
as faced w

ith som
ething even m

ore challenging: 
people. Som

e of these im
ages are shot in national 

parks, and there w
as now

here to hide. I knew
 that 

T
h

ere 
is 

an
 

u
n

settlin
g 

oth
ern

ess 
in 

photographer A
n

ja N
iem

i’s w
ork. Q

uiet 
surrealism

 fuses w
ith off-kilter characters 

that leave you feelin
g ever so slightly 

anxious. L
ike snapshots of scenes from

 a hypnotic 
film

, there is an
 un

ease in
 the n

arrative that 
keeps you guessing – an inner conflict. It’s little 
w

onder then that one of her earliest inspirations 
is the father of cinem

atic surrealism
. “I grew

 up 
w

atching T
w

in Peaks. I w
as totally captivated by 

it,” says A
nja. “I love how

 D
avid L

ynch blended 
surrealism

 and beauty to create such m
em

orable 
characters and storylines. T

hat severed ear found 
in the grass in B

lue Velvet…
 it’s an im

age that just 
never left m

e. 

“For m
e, fantasy is taking a step aw

ay from
 w

hat 
feels m

ost ordinary and visualising the places of 
your im

agin
ation

,” she con
tin

ues. “O
n

e of m
y 

other key m
om

ents w
as a realisation I had w

hen 
w

atchin
g T

he A
dventures of P

riscilla, Q
ueen of the 

D
esert, w

hen she sits on top of that pink bus w
ith 

all the chiffon
 flow

in
g behin

d her – I realised 
that I w

anted that. E
ven if I could only take aw

ay 
a fraction of it, it taught m

e that fantasy should 
have no restrictions and it saved m

e from
 m

y fear 
of being too m

uch.”

T
his fantasy has carried through in A

nja’s w
ork, 

un
derpin

n
ed by the realities that w

e face daily 
– w

hether docum
en

tin
g the battlin

g person
as 

w
ithin one character in “D

arlene &
 M

e”, unlocking 
the door to clinical hotel room

s that m
irror their 

lon
ely occupan

ts in
 “T

he Starlet”, or her latest 
w

ork, “Sh
e C

ould H
ave B

een
 A

 C
ow

boy”, a 
study of the frustration

s of a w
om

an
 boun

d by 
the outdated perception

 of fem
in

in
ity, an

d her 
subsequent quest to break free. B

ut the characters, 
w

h
ile oth

erw
orldly an

d cin
em

atic, represen
t 

som
eth

in
g bigger – th

ey em
body aspects of 

ourselves, insecurities that w
e do not alw

ays w
ish 

to confront. “I don’t naturally fit into the general 
gender roles and I am

 constantly conflicted about 
w

hether I am
 proud of that or asham

ed of it, the 
latter being m

y w
eak m

om
ents,” A

nja says. “I try 
to challenge m

y ow
n fears and insecurities, and I 

find satisfaction w
hen I do. I am

 becom
ing m

ore 
aw

are of the characters I create, in realising that 
very often w

om
en are playing fem

ale characters 
directed and created by m

en. I am
 in a position 

w
here I have all the pow

er an
d I w

an
t to take 

advantage of that.

“B
ut m

y faceless w
om

en are not signs of w
eakness. 

I like them
 like that, it m

akes them
 m

ore relatable,” 
she con

tin
ues. “[T

hey are] som
ethin

g you can 
project anything onto. I w

ant m
y characters to be 

sym
bols rather than

 real people. T
hey could be 

anyone. It’s not about w
ho they are but w

hat they 
stand for.”

T
o further assert her ow

n
 pow

er, A
n

ja is the 
sole protagon

ist in
 each of her im

ages – from
 

conception to com
pletion, the project is entirely 

her – and that’s som
ething that has been part of her 

“I don’t naturally fit into 
the general gender roles 
and I am

 constantly 
conflicted about 
w

hether I am
 proud 

of that or asham
ed of 

it, the latter being m
y 

w
eak m

om
ents. I try to 

challenge m
y ow

n fears 
and insecurities,  
and I find satisfaction 
w

hen I do.”

if I w
anted to get m

y im
ages I had to do it in front 

of everyone, w
hich I did. I learned a big lesson, 

people do not care w
hat I am

 up to, and if they 
com

m
ented it w

as only to com
plim

ent m
y vintage 

cow
boy gear. ‘I like your shirt!’ one person shouted 

out com
pletely ignoring that I w

as in a huge blond 
coiffured w

ig. It threw
 m

e off at first but then I gave 
in. I w

as, after all, playing a character w
ho longed 

for the courage to be w
hat she really w

an
ted. 

T
he series shifts betw

een reality and fantasy – a 
com

bination of w
hat she is and w

hat she w
ants to 

be. In the end the story is not really about being a 
cow

boy. It’s about w
anting to be another.” 

Yearn
in

g for a life other than
 on

e’s ow
n

 is an 
affliction

 that w
e all suffer from

 at tim
es, an 

escape from
 that ban

al n
in

e-to-five existen
ce, 

but for her the w
ork is the escape. “For m

e, this 
has becom

e one of the things that balance out the 
m

undane. Som
e people like to hike up m

ountains 
to feel exhilarated, I like to dress up in big w

igs 
an

d flam
boyan

t costum
es,” she says, laughin

g. 
“M

y w
ardrobe is pretty m

in
im

al an
d n

eutral in 
real life, a big contrast to m

y costum
e shed. I don’t 

m
ake a spectacle in reality, social nerves and all, 

but in m
y w

ork I am
 not afraid of that. G

row
ing up, 

there w
ere very few

 eccentric characters around 
m

e, and I alw
ays longed for it. I think m

y fictional 
characters fill that gap.”

A
nja’s characters provide her w

ith m
ore than just 

a livelihood and creative outlet though, they are 
also her m

ediation on identity and through them
 

she can begin to uncover m
ore about her true self, 

som
ething that she adm

its has taken a long tim
e 

to figure out. “For every identity I give them
 I take 

a little aw
ay, and it is turning m

e into som
ething 

m
ore confident,” she says. “M

y cow
boy for instance 

gave m
e courage. I keep looking back, thinking if I 

can drive alone through the A
m

erican Southw
est I 

can m
ost likely also do w

hatever else I m
ight be 

scared of. I have done a lot of things this year that 
I n

orm
ally w

ould n
ot have don

e, than
ks to m

y 
fiction

al cow
boy.” H

arn
essin

g your poten
tial in 

order to feel invincible? Perhaps that’s the biggest 
fantasy of them

 all.
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