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Introduction In an age in which, increasingly, we all take or view photographs, 
this book is an inquiry and inspiration as to why we do this. My 
hope is that at some point during your reading and viewing of 
the pages this exploration can move you from passive enjoyment 
to something altogether more directly useful: that it can be a 
book that builds wisdom in photography. As you mix together, 
compare, and contrast the expert knowledge and opinion 
contained here, you may not only follow in the path of the most 
notable photographers, but also think of where to go to strike out 
in your own direction. It is the traditional and still unbeatable way 
of best acquiring knowledge: learn from those who have pushed 
the boundaries of study and practice, then stand on their shoulders 
and see further.

Photography has multiplied in its usage and creation worldwide 
and has become the most common language—shared by more 
people as viewers or originators than any single tongue that we 
speak. The language may be composed of pictures rather than 
words, visual not verbal, but there are structures within and across 
images that are every bit as significant as making a sentence speak 
to us. We tend to have little conscious understanding of how that 
visual grammar works: this book is here to unlock some of that 
awareness. We believe that the most important photographic 
knowledge is not in technical manuals, but in better understanding 
the motives and the messages that rest within the creators of the 
most powerful images. And so we are able to explore this amazing 
world of images through the generous and inspiring insights of 
fifty leading photographers, as they talk openly about how they 
have come to do their work. What differentiates them from other 
camera users is that their images tend to speak more loudly, 
resonate with greater significance, and reward multiple viewings 
in a way that leaves the average snap behind. Just like most 
people can write but are not writers, so most people can take a 
photograph but hold back from calling themselves photographers. 
After reading the wisdom in these pages, though, anybody should 
feel entitled to at least feel photographically informed, and quite 
possibly motivated to make stronger images, if not yet ready to 
mount their own one-person exhibition. 



In these interviews we encounter powerful stories, provocative 
opinions, and gather up useful facts on what lies behind and 
before their photography. The work ranges from photojournalism 
to fine art practice, from still life to celebrity lifestyle, and from 
the earliest photographic techniques to contemporary digital 
methods. However, if anything unites the group it is probably that 
they challenge such boundaries and do not allow us to easily settle 
on tight descriptions or categorization of their work. And if there 
is one other thing they all have in common, it is that they are 
incredibly dedicated and hard-working at what they do. The rule 
of “99 per cent perspiration, 1 per cent inspiration” seems to apply 
even behind the most gifted of us, or put it another way, and as 
Malcolm Gladwell has famously noted, even a genius tends to take 
about 10,000 hours of practice to get the work right.

At one point, writing this introduction, I was tempted to pull out 
some of the more magical, amusing or challenging quotes from the 
participants, and in so doing come up with more linking points. 
But after dipping back into the texts, spending time again with the 
pictures, I realized there was not only no need but such activity 
would be invalid. You will want to make your own synthesis of 
the ideas, mix and drink your own cocktail of the thoughts. Even 
more than there are many different motivations and experiences 
within the photographers, so there are different needs that you will 
have of their insights. And, of course, you are under no obligation 
to agree with them—for a start, they would not necessarily agree 
with each other. 

A note on the making of these profiles: most of the interviews 
are entirely original and edited from longer conversations or 
exchanges. Almost all have had the questions removed as these 
became only a distraction from focusing on the interesting part, 
the responses. Occasionally where that did not work, we kept the 
questions. In all cases, choosing just a few pictures to represent a 
particular participant’s entire portfolio was a painful pleasure, in 
which there was never a right solution, just another good one. If 
anything, we tried to avoid overtly summarizing a statement of 
the photography—there are websites and monographs you can 

go to for that and they are listed in the biographies at the back. 
We focused on suggesting some of the range, illustrating iconic 
images, or revealing significant lesser-known pieces that in some 
way worked well with what was being discussed. And at all times 
we focused on reproducing the images as faithfully as we could. 

We hope the result is an inspiration and provocation. Look 
at pictures with more questions; take pictures that ask more 
questions; share them. Enjoy using this amazing visual language 
that we are growing and developing every day. 

Lewis Blackwell



PhotoVoice

From the inception of Photowisdom we wanted to demonstrate 
the practical value of photography—its power to make a real 
difference in our lives. When we came across the PhotoVoice 
organization we saw a way to take our concern forward and extend 
this project into greater benefits.

PhotoVoice is an award-winning charity that brings about positive 
social change for marginalized and minority communities by 
providing them with photographic training. This enables the 
communities to better advocate, express themselves, and generate 
income. PhotoVoice projects span four continents, supporting 
refugee groups, street children, orphans, the homeless, HIV/Aids 
sufferers, and special-needs groups. To date, they have trained 
over 2500 individuals—enabling those who have traditionally 
been subjects of photography to become its creators and find vital 
means of self-expression and self-development. 

PhotoVoice works in partnership with other international 
organizations and local community organizations. Internationally, 
the organization provides the platform for PhotoVoice groups 
to exhibit and market their work and to inspire change. It also 
provides long-term support for individuals to pursue careers in 
their local photographic industries. 

It is with particular gratitude to the unanimous generosity of our 
participating photographers, who have given the usage of the 
images pro bono in these pages, that Photowisdom has been able 
to support PhotoVoice. 

More information can be found at www.photovoice.org.
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How do you describe what you do? 
We are photographers with doubts. When we first started, we were 
working in a more traditional mode—we thought of ourselves 
as documentarians, producing socially concerned documentary 
photography. We believed in the possibility of photography. But 
along the way we began to lose faith. There is a hidden promise 
every single time that someone is photographed: he or she hopes 
that being photographed will somehow alleviate the suffering.  
We cannot live up to that promise. 

How and why do you work together?
Since we do not record which one of us clicks the shutter, who is 
the real author of the work? You could say that our photographs 
are taken anonymously—like soldiers at an execution, each 
of them hoping that it was not their bullet that did the killing. 
It’s the result of a partnership, a collective. This is challenging 
to the photography ghetto. Photographs have historically been 
produced by individuals. We are all familiar with the myth of 
the photojournalist, a lone wolf, prowling the world, witnessing 
suffering, gathering evidence, our brave proxy bringing back the 
news. Photographers have generally been thought of in these 
terms, as providing a singular vision. That has gone. Today, 
unmanned drones equipped with high definition cameras record 
activities on the front line with monstrous degrees of scrutiny 
and detail. People everywhere are equipped with cameras—on 
their phones, in their pockets. So the idea of the lone genius 
photographer, whose courage and agility allows them access to 
the scene of the crime, is defunct. Photography has become much 
more discursive and this suits our practice. Being two requires  
a constant conversation, an exchange of ideas that has been going 
on for over ten years now.

What are the benefits and the drawbacks of working this way? 
On a practical level, we are both involved in research, the logistics 
of organizing access, applying for grants, et cetera; and within 
specific situations, negotiating the terrain. Our work has often 
engaged institutional power, the Israeli defense force, the British 
Army, the wardens of Pollsmoor Prison, and being in a team helps. 
It’s a process of seduction, a dance that we have been perfecting 
over the years. The fact that we are two instead of one, that we 
sometimes disagree, or see things differently, forces us to articulate 
what we are thinking more clearly, which has led us to a more 
analytic form of documentary. There is a flip side of this ongoing 
discourse, this endless conversation. It’s possible to over-analyse 
the process, to provide not just the photography?

We began by thinking about and by looking at photographs 
rather than taking them. We never studied photography but share 
degrees in philosophy and sociology. We started working together 
as editors of Colors magazine. Our knowledge about the world 
and photography began in this way—looking and thinking rather 
than making.

How do you choose your subjects?
Every project is different. There is no system. When we started it 
was a more organic process, of simply being in a place, scratching 
below the surface, opening drawers, asking questions. In Ghetto 
and Mr. Mkhize we were driven by a sort of dumb curiosity 
about the world. More recently our projects have grown out of 
research. Specifically, concerns relating to photography and the 
representation of trauma. But we still feel that the world is more 
interesting than anything inside our heads. 
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Ficus religiosa, Tel Aviv, Israel. When the sixteen-year-old Palestinian Aamer 
Alfar blew himself up in a Tel Aviv market on 1 November 2004, this leaf was 
propelled to the ground by the force of the explosion. Trees stripped of their 
leaves are a common sight around the vicinity of such attacks.



You have questioned the role of documentary 
photographers, referring to “unreliable witnesses.”  
Is there no hope for photojournalism? 
Our work has never been considered journalism. It’s way too 
idiosyncratic. Journalism requires an aura of immediacy and 
objectivity that we have never really nurtured, or believed in. But 
the trust we had in the usefulness of an image (when accompanied 
by text) in, say, Ghetto or Mr. Mkhize’s Portrait, has given way 
to an anxiety about its role that is partly the result of world events 
since 9/11 and the subsequent war of images.

The most severe examples are the Abu Ghraib images, which 
not only function to represent humiliation, but constitute it. Less 
obvious but still harrowing is the endless stream of images of 
women in Iraq and Afghanistan in their homes “exposed” (often 
literally exposed by the photographer’s flash, or the torchlight 
of the soldiers they follow), or images of suspects’ heads being 
held down by soldiers’ feet, or blindfolded and numbered. Image-
making is now more than ever linked to surveillance and power. 
In this environment we are less excited and more cautious about 
practicing our craft. Our work has never been an attempt to 
replace the sort of work that photojournalists do. 

The aftermath of war is a theme in recent projects.  
How do you approach this?
Much of our work has been grouped together with image-makers 
producing what has become known as “aftermath photography.” 
This is a loose term that describes projects that examine conflict by 
assessing the damage after the fact, or by avoiding the epicenter of 
the war and the inevitable pitfalls that come with operating in that 
terrain. It is work that allows, through these choices, for a slower, 
more critical analysis. It is work that engages with art history 
and its various aesthetic strategies. This work avoids the media 
which demands images of “the now.” Instead it has used the book 
form and museum and gallery walls as a host, taking advantage 
of them as sites of critical discourse and historical comparison. 
And, finally and most importantly, it is work that recognizes that 
photojournalism, like any public art, cannot be transgressive or 
critical. The Red House project definitely falls into this category. 

The Day Nobody Died takes a different approach. We were 
trying to make a postmortem of embedded photojournalism so 
we aimed for the front line of a raging war. 

How much of your work is personal, how much 
commissioned? 
We sometimes take on magazine assignments. We have made 
pictures for billboard advertising. We apply for grants for projects 
that have no specific outcome. Some of our projects are designed 
for gallery spaces; others are intended to become books. We have 
tried to keep these different aspects of our practice separate, but 
there doesn’t seem much sense in it now. Our work is so much 
about critiquing representation; it is fascinating to us that our skills, 
our tools, can and are used to record conflict, and at the same time 
make advertising. These are both part of an economy of images 
that we are trying to investigate. 

Are you active in other media or can you imagine moving 
into other media? For example, film.
Yes, we have often made films. Our first was called Going Under 
and was a ten-minute-long single take of an elderly man being 
put under general anesthetic on the operating table. For The Day 
Nobody Died we made a film which records the journey of a 
cardboard box full of photographic paper, from our studio in 
London to the front line in Helmand Province in Afghanistan, 
and back. After photographing for many years with a large-format  
4x5 stills camera, video is something we have found very liberating. 
Good for taking notes. Good for mocking the formality, the 
silence, and the so-called objectivity of photography. 

The caption or story has an important role in relation to 
your images. How do you see that relationship?
It is rare that a photograph appears outside of the context 
of words. From a humble newspaper photograph to a fine art 
photograph hanging on the wall of a museum, there is always a 
context that is defined by words. Captions, titles, essays, criticism, 
reviews. We have always chosen to engage with this relationship. 
Ultimately we are trying to tell stories. And photographs alone are 
often inadequate.
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“ They place three in a room so there is a witness if one of the three does  
something bad to one of the others. One of us is the security against evil.” 
Timmy (center) with Peter (left) and Frederick, Pollsmoor Maximum Security Prison,  
South Africa, 2003.
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When I was young I think I looked at science to explain the world 
around me, and at some point in my early teenage years it failed to 
do that for me; and then the arts became a medium that addressed 
this essential question more than science. Photography became 
a bridge between those two worlds. One side of the bridge is 
very rooted in the mechanics of the process—physics, chemistry, 
optics—and there is another landing, the other side of the bridge, 
rooted in the world of image. Image as a language has a power 
that is primal.

Photography became ubiquitous soon after its invention. I don’t 
feel an allegiance to any photographic technique. My allegiance 
is to the idea of making an image that is compelling. The way  
I have tried to achieve that is through using techniques that are 
ones that bring freshness, have a “breath.” We have all seen billions 
of images produced in pretty much the same way. With that syntax 
of the photographic language there is an inherent boredom. The 
most interesting wildlife photograph taken this year and the most 
interesting fashion study and the most interesting picture from 
outer space—they all hold a language that is essentially similar. 
This is the language of light passing through a lens, and the 
manipulation and distortion inherent in that relationship. That is  
a fundamental unifying factor of all those images. It is one that  
I do not necessarily want to participate in. 

Scale is important. Working with the photogram, I came to really 
value the honesty of the image, and the subject in the image being 
actual life-scale. I think that is felt when you look at the print. The 
image you see on the print is the same size as the actual baby that 
was used to make the image. I think it makes the experience of 
a viewer’s engagement with the work much more intimate than 
when something is printed at a different scale. 

When I print something I attempt to return it to life-scale. I have 
printed larger, where I wanted to emphasize the metaphorical 
quality. I have done it a few times. I made some scans of butterfly 
chrysalises; the chrysalises are no more than half an inch long, 
and I enlarged them to about five feet long. The idea of that  
was to combine the metaphor of the chrysalis with human scale. 
This came out of an etching by William Blake, from his publication 
For the Sexes, where there is a small etching of a caterpillar eating 
an oak leaf and next to that is a chrysalis with the head of a human. 
The title of the work is ‘What Is Man?’ My attempt was a kind 
of visual update by taking a photographic record of a chrysalis 
and bringing it up to human scale. The images appear like strange 
sarcophagi. I think anyone who would sit with them for a while, or 
look at them within the context of other work I have done, would 
be able to put it together. 

The work is made with specificity. I have very specific ideas and 
thoughts within the work.

I work a lot in a territory which I feel is not invisible, but on 
the edge of perception. Frequently my work is describing a state 
between absence and presence. 

I hope that when one engages with the work it brings one out of 
one’s normal state and into a situation where you are looking at 
something that perhaps you don’t understand, momentarily. In 
that there is a chance of tension for the viewer; what happens 
next I don’t know. But it is my goal to create something that is 
unfamiliar, through a photographic language that is unfamiliar— 
to create something that has qualities to draw you in. It may be  
a play of light, an idea of beauty, an incredible subtlety of tonality.

 Adam
Fuss
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Journey, 1992. Unique cibachrome photogram.
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Love, 1993. Unique cibachrome photogram.
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Untitled from My Ghost, 1999. Daguerreotype.



When I was twenty, I was at Duncan of Jordanstone art college 
in Dundee, and specializing in graphic design. I began to have 
a fascination with photography. There was a famous German 
magazine called Twen. I was getting it for the graphics, but there 
was a ton of photography in it and that was the beginning of a real 
interest. Then, for my twenty-first, my wife got me a small camera 
and immediately it felt comfortable and natural. 

If you have never had shepherd’s pie before, and you eat it and 
you think, “That was good; I wouldn’t mind having that again,” 
well, taking up photography felt as natural and good as that. It was  
a way of making pictures almost instantly and it felt right.

After college in Scotland, I won a scholarship from IBM to travel 
through America. I came back and went to the Royal College of 
Art in London. Then I taught photography for a year at London 
University. Not that I was really qualified, but I had done a thesis 
on color and they wanted to know about that. My wife was  
a teacher and she got the possibility of an exchange teaching job 
in LA, and we both went to California. I had a simple portfolio, 
but it was enough to get me started as a photographer. Within six 
months, I was working every day.

Early on I buckled down and learned a lot about lighting. I felt 
that was important. The photographer Hiro once said to me, when  
I was starting out: “Learn to work in a studio and you’ll never go 
hungry.” I am not sure that is entirely true, but I took it to heart 
and I learned how to light properly. 

Why is my work so diverse? If I see a landscape that I think is 
amazing, I take a picture. If Rolling Stone ask me to photograph 
Bruce Springsteen, I do it. It is interesting and I enjoy photographing 
people. If I find something interesting to shoot, I shoot it. 

I invented a lot of projects that were not so photographically 
driven, but ideas driven. The artefact stuff that I shot all over 
the world—I went to so many different places shooting artefacts, 
where it was not so much the photography that was important 
as the idea of what it was. It took me two and a half years of 
work to get into the Cairo museum to photograph the personal 
effects of Tutankhamun. It is not that the photography is anything 
special—10,000 photographers could have taken the pictures  
I took, as the idea was to do them simply. But the point is that 
I was the only one who wanted to photograph Tutankhamun’s 
socks and gloves.

I use film. For me, it is still the best. There’s an image I have in 
front of me now made from two 8x10, a print eight-by-four feet, 
which is a perfect example of how much more beautiful film is 
than digital. The sharpness in it is way above what digital can do. 
Of course, once I have made the negatives, we load everything 
into digital today, but when you keep blowing things up from 
film, what you end up looking at is a granular structure not  
a pixelated structure. 

Of course, I stay open to digital and when you shoot for 
magazines, digital is fine. Magazines have got smaller and smaller 
over the years. A 1970 Vogue was perhaps 50 per cent bigger and 
the paper 50 per cent thicker. 

We are working on a fashion-book retrospective—thirty-eight 
years of it, I am afraid. You look at a lot of that, and when you load 
negatives from 1977 into the computer you can really clean them 
up. They have a nostalgia element but you can also see great beauty, 
which comes out even more in the polishing that is now possible. 
Not altering, not taking away the soul, but bringing up what is really 
interesting, maximizing it. It’s great that you can do this polishing 

 Albert
Watson
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Kate Moss, Marrakesh, 1993.
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Children’s Ballet School, Beijing, 1979.



today. It was very difficult, expensive, hard to control in the past, 
and you did not want somebody else working on your stuff. You 
can now do things that you couldn’t imagine then.

My images became stronger, heavier and more iconic as I got 
older. But stronger is not necessarily better. The work became 
more monumental and sculptural—more sophisticated—but  
I perhaps miss that earlier handheld feel. There are projects 
coming up where I may go back to that. 

The wonderful thing about photography is that it has gigantic 
mass appeal. People see it on the front page of the newspaper, 
and then if they go to a gallery and see a photograph they have an 
idea of, “I see what he is doing.” They have some understanding, 
whereas if they were looking at painting, it could be harder to 
get into German Expressionism or American Abstraction; to get  
a grip on that. There is a fantastic accessibility to photography— 
it is hypnotic. That’s such a positive about the medium.

Breaunna in Desert Near Las Vegas, 2001. Breaunna at Fridge, 2000.
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 Ami 
Vitale

Photography took a hold of me from an early age. I was very 
shy, but always very interested in people and cultures, and this 
was the medium that allowed me to experience and explore. The 
camera became my passport to seeing the world and meeting 
people. I loved the almost immediate ability to share what I saw 
and experienced with others. It is magical.
 
Working as a photojournalist, every day is different and has unique 
challenges. Doors are always closing for different reasons, but 
when one door closes, another opens. Getting access is the most 
important part of our work and the greatest challenge. It involves 
having trust in, and from, people.

Every day is a gift and I’m amazed that I can do this for a living. 
Deciding on a subject is the hard part because there are so many 
stories to cover. It becomes a matter of committing to one and 
finding the outlets to get published. 

Some people may be saying that photojournalism is in a tough 
time, with less outlets and funding challenges. But I feel it is  
a glorious time for photojournalism and storytelling. Our medium 
is changing and the new opportunities are out there, but it can take 
a little more work to find them. I don’t understand why everyone 
is afraid of change—the same thing happened to radio years ago. 
Everyone said it was dead. Photography is not dead, and if we can 

harness all the creativity and tools available to us, we can make 
some amazing work and deliver it to audiences we never dreamt 
of reaching before. I see this as an empowering and exciting time.

All journalists need to study ethics, business, and law in addition 
to the craft of photography. Ethics is my first concern; it is very 
important to understand the ramifications and sensitive issues of 
photography. Secondly, understanding copyright law and having  
a business sense is very important.

I’ve learned also from failures. For example, I once took an 
assignment that was way over my head in terms of the subject 
and the region. I learned that it is OK to say no. Listening to 
your intuition is very important in this job. The few times I’ve had 
dangerous close calls were the times I ignored that voice inside.

I mainly work alone but recently I have been doing some 
collaborative projects. I have found it easier to work alone because 
I am only responsible for myself, and it is much easier to talk 
to people and learn things on my own. When there are more 
people, it becomes more complicated and chaotic trying to balance 
everyone’s needs. But the benefits are that we can do things like 
record audio and video and take interviews and make beautiful 
images simultaneously. Working as a team is as important as 
working alone. We must be versatile and flexible in this business.
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Camel fair-trading. Camel traders from India look at the vast offerings as sun falls at the largest 
camel fair in the world in Pushkar, India, in the state of Rajasthan. Thousands of camels and traders 
come to the annual event which some say has been going on for centuries, 26 November 2001. 



I had hoped to have a career in literature and writing. At 
college I took a BA in English literature but I did not have  
the maturity to write then and I was easily tempted to go into 
commercial writing. I worked for advertising agencies and while 
there became enamoured of what a photographer could be and 
I wanted to become one. I went to a Museum of Modern Art 
summer workshop; I enrolled for one with Diane Arbus but it 
was cancelled and I went to the workshop with John Benson. 
It was there that I discovered this way of working that I have 
pursued since. I applied to Rhode Island School of Design and 
got in, studied with Harry Callahan. It was a smooth break away 
from advertising, although that was an industry I liked and felt 
myself to be successful in. The problem with advertising is that 
everything you do is of no use shortly afterwards—the prices 
change, the features change, nobody needs the old ads. There is 
no accumulation. You do creative things for the moment, while I 
wanted something more like literature, something that would have 
lasting potential.

I realized there was great drama in images, particularly from the 
films I was watching—Antonioni, Bergman, Truffaut. When  
I realized these great dramas could also exist in photographs, well, 
then I wanted to make a contribution in that media and not just 
be a consumer. It was the magic that I saw in photographs that  
I wanted to find my own way to create. 

When I discovered that the camera could work better without 
me being behind it, that’s where my work really started. It came 
out of a process of discovery, which ties in with something I tell 
the students of photography that I teach. I tell them: “Are you 
pressing the button because you have seen something that you 
have seen before, or are you taking a risk to make something 

you haven’t seen?” That desire for uniqueness in the process— 
I was fortunate to discover it when I did. And then I did not do 
anything else. 

The first pictures turned out quite surreal. It was, for the viewer, 
like walking into something going on that is a bit weird. When  
I stepped into the picture myself I was creating something that 
was not typical documentary, but was real in the sense of it being a 
document of what I was doing. I was a documentary photographer 
in the sense of recording exactly what I had done. As soon as 
I went into the picture I was able to create a photograph of 
something that did not exist before. I was excited by the possibility 
of creating an image that doesn’t exist in the world, but in that 
moment becomes an image added to the real world. It is real. 

This activity became addictive, to process the film and then look 
and see. I would be thinking: “Wow, look what happened there! 
That’s what it looked like when my feet came out of the window, 
or when I put my hands above each other over the reflective 
surface of a lagoon in Finnish midsummer.” 

Over time I have got better at it because of experience. I try to 
remain inventive, try things that might not work, rather than do 
things I have done before. But I have become more selective, 
knowing what doesn’t work. I use my time better, which is good 
because it takes a lot of time and energy to make these images. 
The challenge of staying the same course is hard, finding the new 
image. It is approaching forty years now that I have been doing 
this work. It is one big project.

To make these pictures, although you won’t see it in the picture, 
you can sometimes be at the point of pain. But when you are 

Arno Rafael
Minkkinen
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Self-portrait, Fosters Pond Millennium, 2000.



in charge of your own pain you can reach it or let go of it. 
You can’t really ask somebody else to do this. Some of the 
pictures are dangerous to do; I’ve had second thoughts later 
about hanging from ski jumps or tying myself to a tree and 
cantilevering off the Grand Canyon. But the desire to have the 
picture is so strong. 

I knew they had to be nude, because if you had clothes people 
might suspect all kinds of tricks. I also loved the equation of the 
nudity of the body and landscape, and earth. And you also avoid 
seeing fashions change, which would have happened if you wore 
clothes. My early work and recent work blend in a way that other 
photographers’ perhaps can’t.

Self-portrait, Narragansett, Rhode Island, 1973.
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Väisälänsaari, Finland, 1998.
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I started painting as a young man and graduated from the 
University of Washington with a degree in painting with a 
watercolor emphasis. I know this background affected the way 
I approach color and composition and helps to differentiate my 
work. I recently returned to painting, and I can see how the two 
disciplines cross-pollinate.

I enjoy planning my compositions before I leave for a shoot. I 
enjoy the struggle to make an image conform to my vision, and 
there is a great rush when it all comes together—the vision, light, 
the composition.

At first I was satisfied with a properly exposed, sharp image with 
a pleasing composition. I knew I had something if it had a “wow” 
factor, stopping people in their tracks when content and some 
other factor—light, perspective, a decisive moment—elevated the 
image. While I still strive for the “wow” factor, I am now more 
interested in compositional aspects such as negative space and 
pattern.

I feel I am more of an artist than a documentarian. I am always 
trying to find new approaches to the same material. Also,  
I want to uplift people. The problems of the world are always 
front and center. We need to see and feel that the world is full 
of wonders worth preserving, and I hope my work contributes 
to that goal.

I never intended to work as a documentary photographer, but 
because of the length of my career, I inadvertently collected series 
of images that show changes in glaciers, bodies of water, and the 
effects of our civilization on native cultures. I always intended to 
fashion art from the raw materials of the natural world unmediated 
by First World culture.

Autofocus has evolved from a convenience to a necessity as 
my eyes aged. There is always a sense of loss when technology 
supersedes a hard-won skill such as manual follow focus of a flying 
bird, but I wouldn’t go back.

The advent of digital photography was liberating. One could 
explore and play without worrying about film cost, while instant 
feedback and histograms allow us to work toward a result quickly.

I care more about composition and emotional impact than 
technique. I always have a set of images in mind when I go out to 
shoot, often drawing what I intend to capture while still at home. 
Of course, I am ready to pounce upon serendipitous moments, 
but realizing what I have imagined is always foremost in my mind.

While I always admired the photography of Ernst Haas, 
painters really shaped my view of art. I was passionate about 
the Impressionists when young, but I am now more interested 
in the work of Abstract Expressionists and other schools of that 
generation.

More than that, I am a sponge. I am affected by everything I see 
in the wild or on the streets, in books or on the news. Sometimes 
a little light goes on, and the ideas flood in.

I always need to evolve, to stretch, to try to create a new way of 
seeing. I can’t imagine shooting the same subject the same way 
for a lifetime.

Evolving is all very well, but the rapidly changing business 
landscape photographers face is a constant challenge. Adapting 
to change, remaking my business year by year, takes a lot of effort 
and time I would prefer to spend shooting.

 Art
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Petrified Sand Dunes, Utah.

Although I suffer setbacks—cost overruns in my gallery or a 
weather washout in the field—I don’t consider them failures. 
Sometimes your guesses don’t work out or the world won’t 
cooperate. One just goes forward.

My newest project is always my favorite for all time, until the next 
one. I am just finishing shooting for an exhibit of nudes that are 
an extension of my landscape and wildlife work—black and white 

fine art prints. I’m very proud of this work, but soon I’ll be off on 
another project that will engage my full attention.

My dream project right now: I am envisioning a set of extremely 
high-resolution prints for an exhibit that would convey the role 
of man on a changing planet, and show how those changes are 
affecting cultures and their supporting environments worldwide.



The thing that interests me about photography and why it’s 
different from all other media, is that it’s the only medium in 
which there is even the possibility of an accidental masterpiece. 
You cannot make an accidental masterpiece if you’re a painter or 
a sculptor. It’s just not going to happen. Something will be wrong.

This is simultaneously photography’s great advantage and its 
Achilles heel: it is the easiest medium in which to be competent. 
Anybody can be a marginally capable photographer, but it takes 
a lot of work to learn to become even a competent painter. Now, 
having said that, I think while photography is the easiest medium in 
which to be competent, it is probably the hardest one in which to 
develop an idiosyncratic personal vision. It’s the hardest medium 
in which to separate yourself from all those other people who are 

doing reasonably good stuff and to find a personal voice, your own 
vision, and to make something that is truly, memorably yours and 
not someone else’s. A recognized signature style of photography 
is an incredibly difficult thing to achieve.

It always amazes me that just when I think that there’s nothing left 
to do in photography and that all permutations and possibilities 
have been exhausted, someone comes along and puts the medium 
to a new use, and makes it his or her own, yanks it out of this 
kind of amateur status, and makes it as profound and moving 
and as formally interesting as any other medium. It’s like pushing 
something heavy uphill. Photography’s not an easy medium. It is, 
finally, perhaps the hardest of them all.

 Chuck
Close

26 Chuck Close



27Chuck Close

Chuck Close, Self-portrait, 2000. Daguerreotype.



It seems like I have spent my entire life beneath the surface.  
I first looked underwater when I was eight years old. I took my  
first successful picture when I was twelve. From my earliest 
memory there was no desire to be a doctor, a fireman, or 
accountant, just an underwater photographer. I was no good at 
land sports, but excelled in the water where I was comfortable, so 
it was a natural fit. 

I always hope that my images open people’s eyes and minds to the 
sea. Pictures from this blue world are still only three generations 
old, and it is still a frontier, much of it undiscovered. Images have 
power. They can engage, seduce, inspire or sometimes induce 
anger and action. I enter the sea and try to bring a vision of that 
extraordinary place back to share with humanity. This may help 
them appreciate how fragile are the oceans, or maybe motivate 
them to enter the sea themselves. 

My greatest challenge has always been time. Real time in the 
sea is very short and very expensive. No matter the advancing 
technology, until we grow gills we are still very short-term visitors 
to what is 70 per cent of our planet. Think about it, on scuba 
we operate within the first 100 feet of water—we are merely 
scratching at the surface of another entire universe that is still in 
large part a mystery to us. 

The second greatest challenge to underwater photography is 
visibility. Creating seascapes that tell a story or capture the essence 
of an environment is very difficult to do. Clear water is a gift. 

I like to bring back an image that is a surprise—a wonderful 
combination of light, time, and rhythm of the sea, or a piece of 
extraordinary biology. But the greatest satisfaction comes from 
sharing extraordinary moments in the sea with my partner, 
Jennifer Hayes. 

A new photographer should spend time in the sea without a camera. 
It is crucial to know, feel, and be comfortable in the environment. 
There is nothing worse than compromising your interest and 
passion in photography while learning how to move and be in the 
sea. I also think it is important for new photographers who are 
seriously interested to look back and learn some of the history of 
underwater photography. And, finally, it is most important to take 
chances in photography, push the limits of the camera and learn 
what it can do; and yes, make lots of mistakes. Dream about an 
image in your mind and think about light, water, motion, and how 
you can make that image happen. Find what visually excites you 
and shoot, shoot, shoot. 

I wish I could have predicted how delicate the oceans truly are. 
When I started out, the reefs were bursting with life that is now all 
but gone. A hint of what-used-to-be remains after the over-fishing, 
habitat destruction, and now the final man-made insult—global 
warming and coral die-off. 

What I do know now is that you can never go back, because the 
sea is constantly changing—a dive is never the same, whether 
separated by ten minutes or ten years. 

David
Doubilet

28 David Doubilet



29David Doubilet

Harbor Seal in Kelp, Monterey Bay, California.



I had wanted to become a magazine photographer when I 
matriculated in 1948. However, at that time there was virtually 
no magazine photography in South Africa. For a short while I 
apprenticed myself to a man who had claimed he was a magazine 
photographer and would teach me but I ended up going to 
weddings with him. My job was to bump any guest with a good 
camera to make sure my boss was the only one to get good 
pictures. That was rather discouraging, so I went into working at 
my father’s shop, but I maintained my interest in photography. 

During the fifties things started happening and I took it upon 
myself to be a missionary with a camera. It seemed to me that 
nobody else was taking any notice of what was happening. I 
sent some work, some primitive sort of photographs, to Picture 
Post in London. They were politely rejected. But then when the 
ANC’s Defiance Campaign began, the editor Tom Hopkinson 
cabled me to send any photographs that I could. This was a 
gift from the heavens, to have a kind of assignment from the 
magazine. But I was hopelessly inexperienced; my pictures were 
very poor. I realized I had no burning interest in capturing events 
as a photographer; my interest lay in the conditions that led to the 
events. As a citizen of the country, I was obviously very interested 
in the events, but as a photographer I was not cut out to be a 
photojournalist. I tried to teach myself some technique—I bought 
books and improved my techniques sufficiently to become 
reasonably adept with a camera and get predictable results. At 
my father’s death I sold the family business, and I had a choice: 
I was then thirty-two and was tempted to become a lecturer in 
economics, but I wasn’t really that strong in mathematics. I also 
wanted to experience the world at first hand, physically. I wanted 
the smell, taste, and touch of things. Photography offered that. 
On 15 September 1963, I handed over the keys of the shop, and 
started to call myself a photographer.

I realized early on there were things I needed to do simply because 
I had a burning need to do them. It was a time of great conflict 
and I needed to explore. If you look through my work it is more or 
less a straight-line graph; I am a monoculture. I have been plugging 
away at more or less the same thing over the years: I am interested 
in our values, our ethos. I regard myself as an unlicensed, self-
appointed social critic.

This is a country in which the contradictions are sometimes mind-
blowing. Some of the people I photographed in my first book, 
Some Afrikaners Photographed, were almost racist in their 
blood, in their genes. And yet I found moments with them of 
extraordinary spiritual generosity to the black people that they lived 
among. A more physical generosity than you ever found in my 
white-pink compatriots in the wealthier suburbs of Johannesburg. 

The end of apartheid did not really change anything about how I 
approach my work. It did not call for a new phase of work because 
I am interested in values, so I am just as interested in post-apartheid 
values. Of course, there is no question that the transition into 
democracy has been enormously interesting and I have moved into 
new photographic fields, albeit with the same photographic eye. 

I work frequently now in color, which I had done as a professional 
almost from the beginning, 1964, but I did not use color in my 
personal work until the turn of the century. There were a few reasons 
for that. During the years of apartheid I found that color photography 
was too sweet. At that time it seemed you could not avoid sweetness 
with color, particularly because you would use color transparency 
film, over which you had little control. If the exposure was right 
then the colors tended to be deeply saturated and quite pretty. But in 
the 1990s I began to work with some new color negative films, and 
they had a flexibility that I previously had not found. I also became 
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While Fernando Augusto Luta washes his clothes, these boys – Augusto Mokindo, Ze Jono and  
Ze Ndala – pause in their swimming in the probably asbestos-contaminated water of an abandoned 
mineshaft of the Pomfret Blue Asbestos Mine, Pomfret, Northern Cape, 25 December 2002.



familiar with the techniques of digital reproduction and knew what 
could be done. In the last decade I have worked with the help of 
somebody who is a specialist in digital reproduction, and I find that 
together we can make color prints that come very close to my sense 
of the light here and of this place. It has been liberating for me as it 
means I can spend more time making photographs.

The captions with my photographs are enormously important 
to me. I may change captions over time as my views change or  
I think of a better way of expressing myself. I do not regard the 

photographs as pure pieces of art that exist in a vacuum—they are 
things snatched out of the real world, and I am not ashamed to 
put with them the basic questions of what, where, who, and when. 

My photography of South Africa does come from the fact that  
I am viscerally related to this place. I can’t help that. It’s an accident 
of birth and I don’t have that connection, that understanding, with 
other countries. For my personal work I restrict myself—I don’t 
want to go outside of South Africa. There is more than enough to 
engage me here for my life.

32 David Goldblatt

A Plot-holder, His Wife and Their Eldest Son at Lunch, Wheatlands,  
near Randfontein, Transvaal (Gauteng), September 1962.
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Picnic at Hartbeespoort Dam on New Year’s Day, Transvaal (North West Province), 1965.
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I didn’t go to photography school. I never wanted to be a 
reportage photographer or anything like that, and I became a 
photographer by accident. I borrowed a camera on a trip to 
Russia when I was twenty-six and decided this was for me. I 
initially did portraits but became very frustrated with the silence 
of the portrait; looking at a portrait would tell me nothing  
about the person, other than what they looked like. The things 
I was interested in were things like “Are they liberals?”, or  
“Are they good in bed?” or “Is she a bitch?” I wanted to show 
all the things people actually are beyond what they appear to  
be. I began to reinvent photography to suit my own needs.  
I think you are either defined by the medium or you redefine 
the medium. 

I never got a studio, never had a staff, and always did my private 
work, which grew out of my interest in painting and other areas, 
not photographic issues. Being a storyteller and being very verbal, 
it was natural for me to find a way of expressing things I thought 
peculiar or interesting. 

There were three big influences, all in the Surrealist camp: the first 
one was De Chirico, the second one Magritte, and then there was 
Balthus. His paintings of young girls in rooms and street scenes 
were very theatrical; they pretended to be real but were not. This 
was very liberating to me. I also encountered the photographs of 
Atget very early on, when there were no books around on him. I 
found a little monologue published in Prague and was stunned by 
it. All his street scenes and rooms looked like stage sets to me. I 
had the instinct to people these stage sets and make my own little 
drama. So it came out of that direction rather than any inclination 
to be another Ansel Adams wannabe. My instincts and influences 
were entirely different. 

I shoot first and ask questions later. I love the impulse. My favorite 
moment is the moment of genesis, when the idea first comes.  
I have talked about a lot of things that photographers haven’t 
tended to talk about—abortion, political work, and other subjects 
that people don’t think of photographing. I don’t have any intent 
to have a particular effect on people or change anything. I don’t 
believe in that and have no ambition like that. But I do think it is 
important to say out loud something that you think is important, 
or find disturbing or amazing. I am happy to deal with all kinds 
of issues, but with no ambitions for them, no agenda; and I don’t 
believe you can plan like that. But there is a great luxury in being 
able to say something intimate out loud for yourself.

The greatest moment is that of conceiving, and then the act of 
making the photograph is a great pleasure too. It’s nice when it is 
published or exhibited, but creating and making, the moment of 
expression as event, is most delightful. I can’t wait to find out what 
is going to happen next. There is no limit on my imagination, no 
definitions limiting my work.

When I first became a photographer, more than fifty years ago, 
you had to be Ansel Adams or Robert Frank or the like, the usual 
suspects. But I began introducing new subjects such as dreams—
nobody was photographing dreams, things you can’t see—and my 
premise was that the most important things are invisible. I was also 
interested in what something feels like; rather than photographing 
a woman crying, how do you photograph her grief? That, for me, 
is the issue.

So I was also interested in telling stories. When Cartier-Bresson’s 
“the decisive moment” was the definition of photography, I was 
interested in the moment before and after. 
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It was original to photograph dreams, or chance meetings, things 
like that. What I love now, now that I am seventy-seven—and 
everybody in my family goes to eighty-six or eighty-seven, and this 
gives me statistically ten years—I love that I have made another 
innovation that I am excited about: I have changed the shape of 
the photograph! Photographs are always squares or rectangles, 
occasionally circles, but now I am using the fan shape. It comes 
from the Japanese and fin de siècle France, where there was a 
huge interest in Japanese culture. The likes of Bonnard, Gauguin, 
and others all did fan-shape paintings. But nobody has done a fan-
shape photograph and put writing with it. I love thinking that in 
perhaps my last functioning decade I have redefined photography! 

My advice to somebody starting out: do not try to be an artist. 
Forget about art; don’t even use the word art in your vocabulary. 
What you have to find out is if you have anything to say—you have 
to find that bug up your bum. You have to find that thing that 
moves you, that part of your psyche that needs to be scratched, 
like an itch. Then one day it might become that thing called art, 
but do not try to be an artist, and do not want to become rich and 
famous. Find your passion. Find that thing inside yourself that 
needs to be said out loud. Forget art, and forget art schools unless 
you are desperate, and focus on finding that thing.

Suddenly a Summer Shower, I am Watered like a Flower, 22 August 2008.
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Two Old Men Talking, 2005.
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Detail from Who is Sidney Sherman?, 2000. 
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If I appear fairly single-minded in my work, it is that over time it 
became clear that I liked shooting large format and I wanted to do 
something with the landscape. The landscape still had many things 
it could tell us, how it could speak to the human condition about 
our values, and the concerns that were being felt around the world 
about nature and our relationship to it. For me that became a large 
enough theme—man’s relationship to nature and how we see that 
world and how we use that world. I saw this as a subject that had 
the ability to carry me through most of my career as an artist. It is 
such a broad, vast terrain, that I have never really had to rethink 
the basis of what I am doing, but can focus on where and how else 
this story can be told. 

When one looks at my images, I want it that you don’t need a 
text beside them but the communication is all encoded in the 
image. To me that is the power of what an image can be. What  
I saw happening in a lot of postmodern work was that you 
needed to have the text, you needed to know the concepts before 
the work could make any sense. Separated from the text, such 
work could not support itself. You had to be educated in the 
visual arts, the movements, and other things, to understand. I 
didn’t want to go down that road but wanted to feel the work 
could contain all the ideas. 

I had a teacher who said there were three ways in which art 
functions: one, as décor, an augment to interior design; then there 
is art as statement, a tool to support a particular argument; and 
then there is the idea that it evokes wonder. When I heard that, 
the idea of pursuing the sense of wonder stood out. The work may 
also contain an aspect of making a statement about something, but 
I went in search of where the sense of wonder was possible. And 
one place I found it was when you look at the largest expressions 
of what we do as human beings.

This wonder is there whether it is the largest mine or quarry or 
factory. I just got back from one of the largest NASCAR races on 
the planet, with 180,000 spectators: it’s a crazy thing with all these 
people coming together to watch cars go round in a circle at high 
speeds. Such races have been photographed many times, but I am 
interested in tying it in with the body of work I have done—as 
an expression of the scale of motor culture, where everybody is 
rallying around the machine.

No matter what, I want to photograph the subject where it has 
found its greatest expression. The ideal way to then experience 
the work is in the large format and in the large prints. With a 
four-by-five-foot print, stand in front of it, drop into it, put your 
face six inches away from it and see the detail or stand back and 
get a sense of the whole. Ideally that is the way work is best seen, 
although you can get the essence of it through a book or the 
Web. The real thing is the forty-eight-by-fifty-inch print, where 
you are having a bit of a “body experience,” one that makes us 
wonder, makes us contemplate, and meditate on the world we 
are creating. Photography is one of the few ways you can achieve 
that effect.

My work does not stand as an indictment of all things man does. 
But I think in every act of creation there is an act of destruction. 
We have tended to ignore the destructive acts and pay attention 
to the creative acts, concentrating on our cars and our cities and 
our planes and our standard of living. We focus our attention on 
building and growing, and we don’t pay a lot of attention to the 
wake we leave. The scale and power of the cities we are building 
has its equivalent in nature. There is a void formed to create the 
space that we inhabit. It is not necessarily an indictment: a beaver 
can’t make a beaver home without cutting some trees down, and 
so do we, as a living species, have a right to use other living and 
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Super Pit #1, Kalgoorlie, Western Australia, 2007.



mineral elements of the planet to support our life. The question 
of that right is a deep philosophical question. One can argue that 
we have a right to access other living things to support our lives, 
and we do argue this; it is part of religion and the State and our 
general moral code of behavior. What has changed is the speed 
and scale of this, the unprecedented growth of human population 
that is starting to overwhelm the system. We have always taken 
from nature, but never at this scale. We now become a new force 
of nature, as elemental as wind, water, fire. We are the next force; 
we can change the atmosphere and reshape the populations of the 
oceans, eradicate vast forests, reshape the planet. We are a rogue 
species, taking over the planet, with all the consequences.

There is no one singular route that my research takes. I always have 
thirty or forty different things or places that I might want to do. 
It is whatever seems to keep coming back into my consciousness 
as something to explore. It used to be that for two or three years 
I tended to focus on quarries, then go to refineries, go to mines. I 
would choose something and really go deep into the research and 
really understand where these places are, the scale of them, look 
for the largest examples, try to negotiate with the companies and 
get in. This process is all about patience and slowly edging your 
way in to finally get to stand in the right place and say, “Aha! This 
is what I had in mind; now I have the thing framed up on my 
ground glass that I had in mind.”

When I did quarries, I had never seen a dimensional stone quarry 
before, a place where they take stone out by the block, but 
I knew that had to be there because so much stone came out 
with a dimensional quality. I was doing this research in 1989 and 
1990, and there wasn’t really a Web; I went to reference libraries 
and looked up quarries and found out where they were, went to 
stone associations and asked about the big producers. I dug out 
periodicals from the industry and so on. With the Web now it is 
much easier. 

So I had in my mind’s eye that the stone had to come from 
someplace, and found these incredible places like an inverted 
architecture, where the blocks come from. It has a sense of the 
high-rise, the Yin to the Yang of our cities. That is the way I work: 
I have an idea, I get a sense of what the picture might be, and then 

I start to research and sometimes it takes years before the thing I 
had in mind is formed on my ground glass.

It’s getting trickier to get access. People are more paranoid 
these days. After 9/11, people are more paranoid; and with the 
environmental movement making people not look good people 
are more paranoid. I’m doing a thing on oil, and the oil companies 
are current-day pariahs so they don’t trust anybody. They don’t 
see any upside for letting anybody with a camera into the place. 
I get turned down more often now. But I still manage to get 
through and often-times rejection causes me to look at it different 
and approach it differently. This has sometimes helped me get 
something much better, for example by renting a helicopter. I’ve 
worked out how to get the same quality even though shooting it 
in the air. With the oil sands in Alberta they wouldn’t let me on 
the ground, but when I rented a helicopter and shot from the air 
it was a eureka moment—I realized that was the way to show it. 
From the ground it would not look like much, but from the air 
you could tell the story. 

I work to create an image that draws people in with its aesthetic, 
but then has them grappling with it and wonder why they are 
drawn to it. They’re thinking, “I am reacting against what I 
am seeing, but drawn to it.” It’s like a forbidden pleasure. If it 
makes the viewer somewhat uncomfortable, that is interesting. 
Ultimately that mirrors the dilemma we are all experiencing. If 
we know of the population growth, and what we are doing to the 
atmosphere, causing untold grief, with ice caps melting and polar 
bears running out of habitat, resources being extracted at a rate 
that will impoverish future generations—and yet at the same time 
we are compelled and drawn to a quality of life with a decent job, 
money put aside for retirement, and we are conditioned that way. 
We know that with all of us doing this it creates a major problem. 
If we all want this lifestyle the earth can no longer support this. 
We would need two or three earths in resources to bring us all up 
to this standard of living. 

In my work I do not frame these issues politically, and I am hoping 
that this encourages a dialogue around them. All of the systems 
are interwoven and all of them have to be functioning if we are to 
create a sustainable environment. 
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Iberia Quarries #8, Cochicho Co., Pardais, Portugal, 2006.



I started out just taking pictures. I was fifteen and a half. They were 
pictures of the neighbors, friends, and so forth. Eventually I got 
into it more. It became a career and I’ve been doing it ever since.

Since photography is so simple, especially now when everybody is 
some kind of photographer, people try to invest it with mystique, 
self-importance. But an orangutan with a camera would get a result.  
And blown up large enough it might sell very well.

I have two parallel “photographies”—stuff done for hire, to fill briefs 
and satisfy clients; and then pictures I take for my own amusement, 
my hobby. And they are quite different. I have a professional life 
and I have an amateur life. Perhaps I am now mostly known for 
the amateur life.

I travel a great deal and I always try to justify what I do by taking 
some time off and taking pictures. This is particularly because my 
travels take me to interesting places.

What makes a picture I like? It will have a good composition, be 
a well-balanced photograph, and I would like it to say something 
beyond the obvious.

Luck is very much part of my modus operandi.

Usually I don’t set anything up. Sometimes I do.

With what I’ve called “Phototoons,” sometimes a series of pictures 
appears, two or three or four in a sequence. They seem to be more 
like cartoons than anything else, hence the name.

I don’t mind copying my own stuff, if somebody assigns me to 
do it, but I have a problem when they get somebody else to do it.

I do the pictures I care about, for myself, in black and white, on film.

Digital has made things so easy it has had an effect on the quality 
of the image. Anything that is terribly easy makes you lazy.

I’m doing a project under an assumed name. It will be a book that 
is full of everything that I don’t do—it is color, it is vulgar; total 
nonsense, just an exercise, and it is all digital. A bit of a send-up of 
what is popular right now.

I suppose I sneak around a bit, taking pictures of people when they 
don’t notice, looking for the spontaneous, the unarranged. But, 
of course, one does arrange pictures simply by framing, moving 
around, crouching, or standing up. That’s kind of legitimate 
arranging; the kind that isn’t, is if you say “stand here,” and I do 
that too! Certainly, professionally, I do it all the time, but that is 
something else.

Nudists love to have their pictures taken. They are exhibitionists, 
generally.

I’ve just done a book on Rome. I have been there a few times and 
have quite a lot of pictures. I brought it up to date with some new 
images. I put the Pope next to Berlusconi in the layout. 

Anything to do with the Church in Rome is funny, with all the silly 
people in their gowns. It is good for pictures. I was there for the 
synod and all the cardinals were there—that’s good for a laugh.

You try to go to places where things do happen. When I walk 
my dog I often take my camera along. Dogs are a good subject 
because they are very similar to humans. For me, they are people 
with more hair and they don’t ask for prints.

Elliott
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Italy, Venice, 1949.



I discovered I happened to have a lot of dog pictures. And when 
I started to do books, I thought “Dogs are of universal interest,” 
and so I put it together. It worked out, so I kept on taking pictures 
of dogs.

The pictures I take for myself are essentially the same over 
the years. You might think I haven’t progressed at all! But, 
commercially—those pictures have changed because you do what 
is expected of you, what is in the brief. With the personal pictures, 
it is simply what I see, a simple truth.

I have a few favorite pictures, but they change. 

I would just like to continue what I am doing. It is sad to see 
that it is hard for young people to progress and get started in the 
kind of photography I think that counts. Often the only really 
interesting pictures you see are in fashion—but who really cares 
about that?

My technique with people? Well, it depends. I have a horn that 
sometimes I blow. It is like with horses, the ears go up and they 

USA, New York, East Hampton, 1983.
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pay attention. There are all kinds of tricks, but generally you don’t 
need them; just take pictures.

I think the best thing for a young photographer to do today is to 
be an heir. It is a tough one, trying to work as a photographer now; 
it is seen as a glamour profession and too many people want to do 
it, and colleges turning so many people out. To have a career in it 
today is pretty tough.

Everybody is a photographer or, at least, everybody with a 
phone has a camera nowadays. It would be nice for everybody to 
understand more about the visual, about form, about what it is that 
makes a picture. It makes your life full.

I prefer to be amusing rather than to be tragic.

USA, New York City, 1946.
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I went to Cuba in 1992 and it was love at first sight, for the island 
and the people. I realized after a few trips that Cuba reminded me 
so much of my wonderful childhood in Sicily. Time had stopped in 
Cuba in a way, and so it was a little like Palermo when I was growing 
up. I met my future wife there and became father of twin boys.

I started out taking pictures as a street photographer. But then I 
realized I wanted to get more intimate images. So I photographed 
my own family, my kids, relationships between them and my 
wife, and such things. One reason I stayed in Cuba so long was 
because I really loved the countryside. It is so close to the Sicilian 
countryside. Some of the farmers I befriended became my best 
friends; when I would go and take pictures of them it wasn’t like 
just showing up and then start taking pictures. There was almost 
a ritual: with the farmers I would drink some rum, we would talk 
about life, and sowing and harvesting crops, and finally I would 
start taking pictures. I did that for five or six years. My book 
BazanCuba combines all these pictures—reportage, family, 
friends. It is important that all these things are in my work.

I realized if I wanted to probe more I had to ask the government 
if I could really gain access to restricted areas. I wrote a naive letter 
to Fidel Castro explaining what I wanted to do, with a long list of 
where I wanted to gain access. To my great surprise, I got a letter 
a week later saying it was fine to photograph the army, the sugar 
cane mills, and other things I wanted. I think I am the only foreign 
photographer to gain so much access. Once I was right in a war 
game, running with the tanks as they were trying to defend from a 
possible invasion. It was an interesting experience. 

When I was growing up, about the time I was graduating from 
high school, I had a dream. In it I dreamt the words “you must 
be a photographer.” So I woke up next morning, remembered 

the dream, and told my parents I would be doing this for the rest 
of my life. I like to believe, with hindsight, that this was not just 
a dream, but a revelation by the divine forces of life. From that 
moment these forces have been opening up my path and I have 
been taking photographs. It took me to study in New York and to 
be a member of Magnum at an early age. I left there and went on 
to be fortunate enough to win many awards.

I later grew tired and bored of commercial assignments with 
magazines. I decided to start my own photographic workshops. 
And this is now how I make an income. Students started arriving 
on my doorstep in Havana, and now in Mexico. I teach my 
workshops all over Latin America, also in New York, Sicily, and 
elsewhere. Besides trying to be an inspirational teacher for my 
students, I have created a space for my own work, where I only 
take my own pictures without making any compromises. 

BazanCuba, the book, was edited by fifty of my students, friends, 
and myself. I learned so much about editing through teaching and 
wanted to democratize the process of editing the book. All of the 
students and friends gave me wonderful feedback, even the real 
beginners. The workshops have turned my life around 360 degrees. 

I teach what it takes to take a good picture. A good picture needs 
to have a good balance of content and form. If a photo is lacking 
either one of those it is not going to work. It will be leaning too 
much to being either an aesthetic exercise or devoid of meaningful 
content. I work in long editing sessions on the pictures on what 
works and what doesn’t work; we look at how the images convey 
emotion, inquire into how the students feel about the images. 
After ten days they come away with a real understanding of what 
works. We always try to capture the quintessence of life, if we 
can, in the work we are doing. We look to capture the essence 
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Children Playing Baseball on the Street, Camagüey, Cuba.

of different moments, the feelings, and sentiments. We try to 
squeeze the essence out of reality so that the viewer, wherever 
they are in the world, can recognize themselves in the moment, 
in the universal. 

I love shooting on film. There is something special about looking 
at contact sheets. People who have switched only to digital can 
overlook how important contact sheets are—they are more than a 
visual diary. After a few years, when you are detached from when 
you took the pictures, you can rediscover gems. 

We need to go beyond our normal eyes—learn to use the internal 
eye, see things with the heart and the soul. In that way, you get 
more in touch with the feelings that people are sharing and by 
doing so the pictures become more personal and more spiritual. It 
is very difficult. I tell my students that if by the end of a workshop 
they have one or two images like that, then they should consider 
themselves totally satisfied.



I started out as a photojournalist when there was a lot of 
unemployment. To get work I volunteered to shoot for various 
groups. I also assisted a photographer. I learned how to print a 
kilo or more of paper in a day! He really taught me how to do 
black and white.

I was not that interested in journalism, and whatever was the 
subject I was aware that in the back of my mind other things 
were going on. I bought a Hasselblad, but at first struggled: I had 
thought, “I have the best camera in the world and my pictures 
will be the best,”,but it was not like that. It is quite a different 
technique to the 35 mm.

I was lucky in that I met a friend of Robert Mapplethorpe, 
a choreographer who I was sent to photograph to go with 
an interview. He collected photographs and had a lot of 
Mapplethorpe, Richard Avedon, Joel-Peter Witkin. That afternoon 
he educated me.

So I started to concentrate on studio photography. When I look 
back at the early work, I can see how I adored Witkin at the time. It 
took me a few years to find my own signature, but at first you have 
a learning period and have to steal influences and ideas. People say 
you have to be original but if you torture yourself too much with 
that you never make anything. You have to try things. 

There is not so much difference between making reportage about 
a demonstration and making an ad for Nokia. You have rules 
in each situation, the rules of the magazine or the rules of the 
advertiser. On an assignment, you have to listen to the person 
who assigns you. The real difference is between whether you 
work for clients, or you work freely for yourself as an artist.  
I always like to do both, and one supports the other. 

Now for me it is about 40 per cent assignment, 60 per cent my 
own work. I work a few months for assignment and then I step 
back a bit and work on my own projects. And this increasingly 
also helps the studio income with sales of limited edition prints. 

In the early nineties I was anti-Photoshop. It changed when I did 
the project Mature: I had these women who I wanted to give 
grey hair, and so I had them wear wigs, but I wanted to touch out 
the underlying hair. A small thing, but it opened my eyes. What 
particularly attracted me when I started working digitally was that 
you had good color management, better than with film. So this 
allowed me to move from mostly black and white to working with 
reduced color. When I first began with the digital I made a series 
of over-the-top Photoshop images. Nowadays I use it in a more 
modest way. 

I like Lambda digital prints. They are very close to hand-printing, 
but I am not sure how they will age. But that is like modern art— 
if somebody does a shit in a tin in the 1960s, how do I know it  
is a work of art that is going to last? Ha! It is like that with 
modern photographic prints: who really knows if it is going to last  
300 years?

When I do my own work it is more or less my diary: it is what 
interests me at the time. The last few years my work seems less 
aggressive, exuberant, decadent. I am turning more inwards. Is 
this because I have turned fifty? That’s OK: it would be strange if 
I was still in the middle of the dance floor screaming my head off. 

As I get more reflective in my images, I find that I get more 
recognition internationally, particularly in the US and the UK. 
But before this time—when I created more decadent, emotional, 
baroque images—the interest came more from Italy and Spain. 

 Erwin
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Double Portret from Le Dernier Cri, 2006.



They are more baroque, emotional; and now they question what 
I am doing! But I cannot be different from what I am: it has to 
be what I feel.

But then perhaps I need to make something scandalous again.  
I am getting too tame.

It was interesting how the Fall series came about. I had wanted 
to end the Grief project, which had got a lot of recognition, but 
I needed to kill it and not let it drift into kitsch. I was testing, 
working with this model, and she blinked as I took the picture at 
the wrong moment. So her eyes were shut and I saw that I had 
captured this kind of non-emotion; the closed eyes were denying 
us somehow. I found it interesting. That was the beginning of Fall, 
a reaction to what had gone before. 

And in that work I went on to make the flower still lifes, which 
were also a kind of therapy. I tried to make something empty, 
but of course it is not really empty. Whatever you make, there 
is something for the fascination to work on. These images 
reminded me that when I was young there were dried flowers in 
my grandmother’s house, and when you bring back this memory, 
you bring back the memory of the smell of the dried flowers. That 
kind of reflection is not entirely comfortable, and I am deliberately 
playing with that in the photography.

With film and music, an artist can give you a strong emotion. With 
photography, there is always a layer of non-emotion between you 
and the viewer—it is not like being touched in the cinema. This 
is what I am exploring all the time, because I would love to reach 
beyond the paper and touch you in the throat and affect you.  
I think it is nearly impossible with a single photograph. I would 
love to know how to do this. 

With a group of pictures, combined with little movies, in a one-
man exhibition, then it is easier because you can drag people into 
your world. But what is my world? I am not sure; when I start an 
idea I do not know where I am going to end. Twenty years ago  
I could—I had a sense of how I wanted it to end. But these days 
I follow an idea and don’t know exactly what I want to explain 
or tell. 

The work is open for me too, and I think this is a sign of growing 
as a person. I am no longer so concerned to convince people; I am 
not trying to prove something. Nowadays if you don’t like it, that’s 
a pity for us both, but I am doing my best and that is it. Where  
I once had images with twenty clowns and lots of confetti, lots of 
Photoshop, now I might have one woman with just a little tear in 
her eye, and it says more. You learn this over time. It took a long 
time for me to discover this. 

We all have failures. For me, reportage wasn’t my strongest point 
and that now extends to working with dynamic action photography. 
I can beat myself up about it, but I have to accept that right now 
I am not the fashion guy with lots of energy crawling around his 
models. I would like to go there; I have done some fashion, but  
I am still practicing. And I get some interesting jobs, but at present 
it is “Erwin Olaf-doing-something-with-clothes,” whereas I want 
to get more inside fashion.

Everybody is snapping away doing reportage, or fake reportage, 
today. If you publish it in the right order it looks OK in the 
magazines—at first. But I question whether such work will last  
a few years. There must be about 3.5 billion photographers in the 
world right now and they all can have a go at reportage. But to 
be good you have to really understand the craft: there is a lot of 
craftsmanship to getting a great image.
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It is one thing to photograph a group of people, it is another to try 
to understand them. For that you need time, and patience, and an 
innate respect for difference—the gulf between your own religion, 
politics, economic status, language, and those of the person in 
front of you. Trying to bridge that gulf with a camera invites 
suspicion and misrepresentation. But, at a time when traditional 
photographic coverage is often limited to a brief stopover and  
a search for sensational images, the need to take time and 
represent and understand the people whose lives and values are 
very different from our own is greater than ever.

Why do you take photographs?
The photographic process offers me the opportunity to delve into 
issues that I do not fully understand, or those which I believe 
have been rendered in a skewed fashion. I generally start with  
a premise, a kind of supposition, which I expect to be tested by the 
photographic engagement. I spend a great deal of time considering 
how the work might counter or broaden preconceptions we have 
about various situations. My expectation is that by remaining 
open to what is presented in the process of making, that this will 
inform the final document or image. In general, I choose topics 
which strike a personal chord with me and which I believe deserve 
to be discussed. My hope is that the time spent dwelling upon  
a given issue will yield an understanding which counters or 
expands upon preconceptions; offering a bridge across the 
religious, cultural, national, and political divides which threaten to 
forestall understanding. 

When/how did you discover that this medium was for you?
In college I studied visual art and had the opportunity to study 
with Emmet Gowin. Although the medium of photography was 
perhaps of less importance, I soon realized that the process of 
making art offered the opportunity to engage with aspects of my 

heritage and with issues about which I cared a great deal. The 
political and social dimension soon mingled with an introspective 
component of the work, and photography eventually seemed to 
me to be the best suited to that inquiry. I met a group of individuals 
who encouraged the artistic exploration and endeavor—regardless 
of whether it would be able to sustain one in a material way—
and I found this offered to me a great source of sustenance in  
a psychological and intellectual realm.

You are described as a documentary photographer. 
However, your images avoid many areas of documentary 
and focus on the portrait. 
I am uncomfortable with the divisions imposed upon the 
practitioners of photography and the ideological constraints which 
such labels impose. Why should a work be limited to the realm of 
documentary, art, portraiture, fashion, or journalism? Could we 
not imagine works which transcend those boundaries and which 
may fall within the sphere of various headings? I want the work 
to provoke a dialogue between our expectations of a subject, or 
even a mode of working. I try to make images that are respectful 
of their subject, that render them in an empowering way. I use 
the aesthetic qualities of the image—the formal aspects—to entice 
the viewer to engage with the image and, with luck, to encourage 
him/her to want to know more about the subject about which the 
work was created.

In terms of portraiture, in the strict sense, I imagine that the 
strength of any given image is borne by the quality of engagement 
between the person making the image and the sitter. The way in 
which a person presents themselves to the camera—comfortable 
with a life lived in their skin—is invariably far more compelling 
than anything that the photographer could concoct in his 
imagination. 
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Pramila Satar, “Lover,” Vrindavan, India, 2006.
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I started my career as a hyper-realistic illustrator, working by hand on 
advertising and film posters. When the computer became faster and 
more popular, I moved my skills on to it and became a digital artist. 
Then I started to manipulate photos made by other photographers, 
and I began to have much more interest in photography.

The thing I love about photography is the possibility of catching 
reality. The first of my photographs that I felt worked was made 
during a trip. I was always fascinated with landscape, especially 
empty spaces, and I wanted to freeze the moment. I still look at 
that early picture with sympathy and think it works.

A successful image needs to have a soul and give emotion when 
you look at it. I can be happy with an image because I like the 
subject, the light, the composition, and so on. But what I am 
really looking for is an image with emotional capability, and this is 
something that happens only a few times.

People might think I am highly digital, but I was one of the last 
photographers I know to start using a digital camera. I first started 
to take pictures in the period when digital retouch emerged, so I 
was strongly connected with the manipulation technology, and I 
was one of the first photographers working hard in doing their 
own photo-manipulation. But in fact I’m really disappointed about 
how almost all photographers decided to pass to digital so quickly. 
I still feel the quality is far from traditional film. I don’t care about 
how much detail you might get in a digital camera back, how 
much resolution—I feel digital images lack depth and accuracy 
of color, especially when shooting outdoors. I have started to use 
a digital back on my commercial assignments, as working in film 
is becoming really hard. Most of the labs don’t have the same 
services to support film as you need, or can’t meet the timing 
requirements. I really hope the companies that produce digital 

backs will concentrate more on improving color depth and the 
ability to match nature, rather than obsess about more pixels.

I am often shooting both on location and in the studio. Most 
pictures are composed from multiple elements, and it happens very 
often that I need to shoot different pieces that are put together. 
My rule is that you must always respect the light. I never shoot 
in studio something that needs to be placed outdoors. It is not a 
problem for me to shoot a model or a car in Milan and match with 
a street in New York, but I really take great care to have the same 
light angle and tone. I will never shoot the pieces in studio and try 
to recreate the outdoor light. It may be possible to get it close in 
the look, but it is never good enough. As I personally compose and 
retouch all my work, I’m really sensitive to every detail. 

I think in some ways individual images are less important than 
twenty years ago. It is increasingly difficult to stand out. I think 
photography will survive but will be more connected with 
video. I receive more requests to direct video. But I also think 
photography will grow in the fine art world, and will also survive 
in the commercial world, as a still picture gives a totally different 
emotion to video. Video is so fast and doesn’t leave space in the 
head to allow for thought as a still picture does. That said, I would 
make an exception for how Sergio Leone movies work!

The big challenge for photography today is that digital makes it 
much easier to become a photographer, but it is even harder to 
become a very good photographer. When I worked by hand as 
an illustrator and graphic designer, I would spend an entire day to 
make by hand something that I can now do in two minutes with 
the computer. But all that time I used to spend was not wasted, as 
I think it made me grow better, teaching me the concentration, the 
patience, the precision, and the attention to not make a mistake.
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I have been making images longer than I’ve been making music. 
I was ten years old when my father showed me the magic that 
photography represents. I have never, ever forgotten that feeling: 
something happened to me that day. I’m not certain what it was 
but a passion was awakened. 

To me, the energy used in creating applies to every aspect 
of whatever I’m trying to communicate. When I have to say 
something, it could come out as a piece of music, a photographic 
image, a drawing, or a sculpture. The idea is to get it out of 
yourself, to communicate thoughts and opinions, to make people 
feel less crazy, less alone.

Very few of my images are set up. I love light and proportions, 
spontaneity, and mystery. I’ll be waiting when Elvis comes back 
around the corner on an elephant.
 
I take many of my favourite images when I’m not really 
thinking, when I just exist in the moment. It’s much the same 
when I’m writing a song. Creation takes on a life of its own.  
I spend my time trying to get out of my own way.
 
I’m not interested in making images that match the couch. I’m 
thrilled when I know that I captured something that can teach me 
about myself and the other people in my life. 

I’ve been lucky enough to have owned almost every type of 
camera, from the simplest to the most complex, and yet I’m not 
really interested in the equipment. I don’t care how I get there.  
I just want to know if the images affect you, improve your life, 
if they can make you think. Time is our only true currency and  
I don’t want to waste a moment of yours or mine.
 

As a collector, I never bought an image for the apparent monetary 
value. I always wanted to be shocked by the beauty and by the 
effect on me as a viewer. I started to collect paper images in 1969. 
The first image I bought was of the boy in Central Park with a hand 
grenade by Diane Arbus. I learned from this image that a “still 
image” has the ability to move. It can move your heart and mind 
in wonderful ways, and a great image will stay with you all your life. 

I have always believed that opportunity doesn’t knock, it screams. 
In 1989, I decided that the images I owned had taught me what  
I needed, and that it was time to let go. At that moment  
I realized that the making of photographic images was about to 
change radically, and I wanted to raise the funds to plunge into 
a new future.

I have always felt like a brain floating around that just  
happens to be attached to this body of mine. In an effort to justify 
my very existence, I take images of this being called Graham 
Nash. When I take photographs, I am invisible. That’s the best 
state I can be in to attract “beauty.”

I have been influenced by every object of beauty I’ve ever seen. 
One cannot help but be influenced by great art; that’s the process: 
see it, experience it, and move on, and you are all the better for 
having witnessed a masterpiece.

I would like to spend a year photographing the circus; it would be 
such an opportunity for wonderful images. You would see human 
beings at their very best/worst.

Open up your eyes and your heart. I absolutely believe, every day, 
that something wonderful will reveal itself to me. I hope I’m ready.

Graham
 Nash
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Girl with an Uzi taken at the hamburger stand opposite  
the Alley rehearsal studios in North Hollywood, 1998.



It is the sum of little influences in my life that made me turn into a 
photographer. When I was about fifteen or sixteen I was influenced 
by seeing the movie Blow-Up by Antonioni—the hyper-romantic 
Swingin’ Sixties emotion in that film was something that the Italian 
in me had to respond to. And then the photographs of Helmut 
Newton—you are very sensitive to the girls in Helmut Newton’s 
photographs when you are sixteen and seventeen. This and that 
and that made me decide to make photography. Then I switched 
to Swiss still life. Not girls after all—probably because objects are 
more quiet. Voilà!

I now focus more on fine art and have less connection with 
commercial photography. I retain some clients and am very 
lucky: I work for Chanel, Dior, Gucci, for example. I love to do 
advertising and will probably always do some because I have fun. 
It is complementary, even if it is very different from my fine art 
work. But I also want my independence from that, the time to do 
my own work. 

There is minimalism and maximalism in my images. They are 
straight to the point but they are very complicated. I like the 
troubling aspect of doing something that is at once a very simple 
and yet complicated image. 

I work with an 8x10 camera, on film; I don’t work digitally. I have 
the most expensive, super-sharp lenses, which helps us get the 
quality. My commitment is that whatever you do must be the best. 
Technique is not important as long as you can forget it. I must 
have the best equipment for what I need.

But I am afraid I will have to go digital at some point. Polaroid has 
shut down the factories they had producing the 8x10 film, so I got 

all the stocks I could find. You can’t find any now, it is all sold out. 
Even if am very careful how I use it, at some stage it will end. So 
my 8x10 is a little bit dead, or dying. Will I have to turn down to 
4x5—which is four times smaller—and then will that stop? It is 
not a step of my choosing to turn digital, but I will be forced to. 

I love old master still lifes from Germany and Holland. With my 
Nature Morte series I used photography in a way to make paintings, 
a kind of obsessional stylistic exercise, which is now also making  
a book. When somebody looked at one of these images and thought 
I had photographed a painting, then my goal was partly achieved.

My images are pretty much achieved in the shooting. I might do 
a little work later and Marie Zacchi is the magician who does the 
post-production with me. She is more my printer, though, than  
a specialist of post-production. The result of my post-production 
is very close to my original photography and I use it just to help 
balance the images together, but there is no real intervention.  
I keep the light simple and the composition is done on the shoot. 
If I showed you my Polaroids, you would not see much difference 
to the final print.

It is very important for me to work this way. When I began there 
was no digital; I learned to make photographs that had to work at 
the shoot. I consider photography as a very simple gesture: taking 
a photograph is getting the life at the moment. Take your camera, 
turn on the light, take your photo.

I achieve my goal when I have people finding something strangely 
beautiful that they would not think so. I guess art is there to open 
people’s eyes and minds on things that they could not think could 
be that way. I want to make people look in a fresh way, to discover 
new worlds within things. 

Guido 
 Mocafico
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Roses I., 2009.



A Lange & Söhne, Double Split, 2006.
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I was a physician, a retinal specialist, and clinical professor of 
ophthalmology at the University of California Medical Center, San 
Francisco. I taught, did clinical research, and cared for patients 
with retinal and macular disorders. As well, I always took pictures. 
When my daughters graduated high school I decided to devote one 
day a week to photography. 

Fairly soon I received attention for my images—books were 
published and there were gallery and museum shows. We began 
getting phone calls from agencies and magazines to do advertising 
and editorial work. I was able to do some of the work, taking  
a day or two off from time to time. My wife, Beverly Ornstein, 
who was the head of news and current affairs at KQED, the 
San Francisco public television station, felt it might be worth 
our while to come to New York for a one-year sabbatical to see 
what photography was like full time. I made arrangements to 
leave California in October ’95 and we moved to New York and 
opened up shop in SoHo. Each year I re-upped the sabbatical, 
and after a few years we decided to stay. I loved medicine,  
I loved being a physician—it was meaningful and challenging; but 
photography is another journey. 

The two worlds of medicine and photography are very different. 
In medicine it is very important for the physician, faced with a 
patient with a diagnostic or therapeutic problem, to get it exactly 
right. It is essential to not err, to make perfect decisions. In 
photography it is about trying all kinds of things and making 
mistakes, going up roads where you are not sure where they lead, 
even scary and dark roads—this is part of the creative process. 
Technically you get it right: I put on my surgeon’s cap in setting 
up a shoot, but then I take the cap off and allow a fantasy world 
to affect me. One tries many different things. A physician cannot 
behave this way.

From medicine I learned skills that have helped me tremendously. 
As a retinal specialist every patient was referred with a potentially 
blinding problem, and I had to learn to behave in such a way 
that within a very short time of meeting me the patient would 
feel they were in the right place. And that helps me with working 
with people in portraiture. I also learned methods of research 
in medicine that help me; we spend at least a day a week in the 
studio trying new things in a very careful manner of exploration. 
I learned a certain methodology and organization, and ability  
to experiment.

The real reason I photograph is to surprise and delight myself.  
I will go into the studio for a shoot with a list of ten ideas. We 
will start with the first one and then it might take all day exploring 
just that one idea. I want to see something unusual, unexpected. 
I believe any professional photographer can take a good picture, 
but to make something shockingly wonderful, awesome, is very 
difficult, an immense challenge. And a tremendous amount of 
exploration and discovery is needed, and frequently it fails. 

The joy is in the journey. Every experience should be new, special, 
fun, whether in the studio, or underwater, or on location. With 
underwater work, there is a special challenge teaching other 
people how to do it, but I can communicate clearly and patiently;  
I understand that you need to tell people things one idea at a time. I 
am able to teach almost anybody how to work with me underwater, 
unless they have a serious psychological impediment to water.

Advertising commissions are like a research grant—they enable us 
to pay the rent and do our personal work. The advertising monies 
help us support everything else in the studio. When I do it, I have 
to put on another hat. The art director is the original inventor 
of the image; they are like the architect and I am like the house 
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Liquid Light Study 1040.

contractor, building it the way they have designed it. Only when I 
have got what they are interested in, then I try to make something 
for them that they did not quite expect—and this image might 
work better for them, and it might please me. This is very different 
from shooting purely my own projects.

I hope to live a long time so that I can continue to have  
the phenomenal satisfaction of surprising and delighting myself. 
I hope I can continue to explore, continue on this journey. I feel 
blessed and tremendously fortunate that I have things inside me 
which allow me to make these pictures. 



 James
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I developed intuitively. Through accidents, luck, and love 
of photography I’ve come to this point. I have always been 
more interested by how the world works than by fiction or the 
supernatural. My work starts from an observation and then I try 
to allude to that story in photographs. Nearly always the story is 
based around a series of images, which I try to make work as a 
whole; individual photographs, though they are important, don’t 
matter as much. 

I often use the “typological approach,” the process of making 
innumerable similar photographs of the same kind of thing. 
I might change method depending on what is relevant to the 
project. My work often explores ideas around identity.

Photography’s unique relationship with reality gives it its power. 
It has a connection in a way that painting doesn’t. Although we 
know photos are more likely to lie than tell the truth, they can 
seduce us with the feeling we are seeing a window on the world. As 
a photographer, I have the chance to construct that window—to 
make something neat out of a chaotic world. 

Where do I start? I’ll usually read, see, or hear something that 
relates to my experience, and then wonder if there is a way 
to allude to that in pictures. I try to be conscious of what has 
been done before in the history of photography—and may take 
inspiration from it. With James and Other Apes, I was watching 
a nature program on primates. I was struck by their facial similarity 
to our own. I thought it would be interesting to try to photograph 
the great apes using the aesthetic of the passport photograph—
the ubiquitous style inferring the idea of identity. As I wondered 
how to do it I thought about Robert Capa’s famous quote: “If 
your pictures aren’t good enough, you’re not close enough.”  
I decided it would help to have an intimacy from close proximity. 

(I was seventy centimeters away from all of the apes.) I also took 
inspiration from Bernd and Hilla Becher, with their photographs 
all taken head-on from the same distance, with a flat perspective 
and even light shown in grid format.

With Disciples, I was in LA and noticed how many girls resembled 
Britney Spears. I wondered if it was a conscious decision on their 
part, and thinking there might be a project in it, I set up a website 
called doyoulooklikebritney.com. I didn’t get any responses.  
I would have gone to a Britney concert to investigate, but she wasn’t 
touring. I took my camera to a Marilyn Manson concert instead.

Manson’s fans were amazing, but when I got the film back,  
I was slightly disappointed with the individual portraits I’d taken. 
No one stood out particularly. When I looked at the portraits as 
a group, however, I thought something much more interesting 
emerged. This is how I began making group photographs of 
music fans. As with James and Other Apes, I decided to use the 
typological approach, and asked people to stand simply and look 
into camera. It was interesting that with different types of music, 
people too posed in different ways.

I hope my photographs will make people reflect on the idea or 
issue for that project. Maybe think about something they haven’t 
before. I’m very aware you can’t control what the viewer will think, 
and that there are many other readings depending on the viewer’s 
background. With James and Other Apes, I wanted people to 
think about our relationship to the animal world: as humans we’re 
clearly different to a worm, or even a dog, but the great apes being 
so genetically similar ask uncomfortable questions. I am amazed 
that in the USA a Gallup poll conducted in 2008 found that only 
15 per cent of people agreed with the proposition that “humans 
developed over millions of years.” I hope that my pictures would 
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James and Other Apes, 2004.

make them think again. With other viewers who accept the theory 
of evolution, maybe they might think about ideas of identity, of 
animals we tend to think of as generic. 

There are also other readings: I made a deliberate decision not  
to photograph apes trained for movies, as I was aware of the 
abuse issues involved. To reinforce the idea of identity, each 
ape has a brief bio at the back of the book. Here I was able to 
tell the story of the bush-meat trade, live pet trade, and threat 
to their habitat.

With Disciples, I was interested in how people form their identities 
from within groups, and how people emulate celebrity to form 

their identity—with the sometimes comic outcomes when they 
don’t have the stylist and professional hairdresser at their disposal. 

Photography is the most amazing key to the world. I feel very 
privileged to experience the world through photography, and to 
have met the people that I have because of it. It is incredible to 
have photography as a witness to my life and what I’ve done.

The worse thing is the feeling that everything has been done, and 
how can you come up with something interesting, or in some 
way a new take on what has been done before. It can stifle you 
and stop you making work. That is why getting a commission to 
photograph something can be so liberating.



What’s driving me in how my images look? It reflects what I am 
feeling at a particular time, and the reality of the world I live in, even 
the day-to-day light. When I moved to California there was more 
daylight. That was influential. And when you go to a rock concert 
and see the light playing off the performer on stage, or notice how 
it looks in a movie, then study what the cinematographer has done. 
I figure out what moves me and learn from that.

This has been my aesthetic ever since I began making images, and 
as a child I was drawing and painting and taking pictures. I started 
taking pictures of my friends when I was ten or eleven years old. 
My approach has always been in your face, very graphic, strongly 
lit, and has never been about documenting in soft, natural daylight. 
I began lighting my pictures quite deliberately when I was in high 
school. In college I started doing studio lighting with colored gels 
and strange scenarios. I would project things on people and shoot 
reflections. As soon as Photoshop came out I started playing with 
it, found it very exciting. 

The actual shoot doesn’t usually take that long. A shoot day is a 
few hours, but if you are shooting a celebrity you might only have 
fifteen minutes or an hour. It is more about the preparation—the 
pre-production is the most time, second is the post-production, 
and the actual shooting is usually the least amount of time.

I have always been interested in portraits. I used to draw and 
paint just people, make up all different kinds of crazy characters. 
I only really noticed it recently, when I looked back at my old 
sketchbooks and saw that all my drawings were of really strange 
people or animals—animals with human bodies, and other things. 

People are usually very happy to be made to look amazingly 
perfect. I don’t want to retouch them to make them look too 
plastic. With a celebrity I can’t take it too far—they have to look 
like themselves, so I make them a better version of themselves…
just a little more perfect.

If we are working with a model we can perhaps rearrange their 
face a little if that would improve their appearance. Most subjects 
are very happy and say, “The skin looks so amazing, the lighting is 
so amazing. I am so happy to be photographed by you!” They’re 
just happy and I want people to be happy with how they are 
photographed.

Commercial and personal are very much two different areas. You 
don’t always have the freedom to spend time or resources on 
personal when the economy isn’t so good. The personal projects 
are expensive in time and money. I have a new series I have been 
working on, and reworking, an even more painterly series. My 
inspirations range from pop, and simple, clean portraits like Irving 
Penn, and then painters—Francis Bacon—and then some of the 
Surrealists; I used to love Dalí and still think he is great. 

For somebody starting out, I would say: “You have to work very 
hard, try to develop and hone your own vision, find something 
that is personal to you. With all the photographs that are being 
made daily, it may seem almost impossible to make something that 
stands out, but you have to do it!”

 Jill
Greenberg
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Petulant from Monkey Portraits.



I connect to things in a visceral way. There are things that 
surprisingly move me and often I am shocked at the unpredictable 
character of these things. The camera is a reflex for me, it rises to 
my eye and opens up to take in that thing out there—sensation, 
feeling, cohesive elements that appear in front of me. It is a way 
of matching and absorbing the response I have to the world. It 
captures my consciousness and, later, this allows me to read my 
consciousness back like a text and understand my relationship to 
things or moments.

I couldn’t have explained it like that when I began forty-odd years 
ago. But what I saw then was that photography allowed me to 
move through space and time in a different way. I had witnessed 
Robert Frank taking photographs one day. He would move 
around and take pictures of things that in turn were moving— 
it was a physical, balletic activity. As I left this commercial shoot he 
was doing, the world looked different to me. When I was back on 
the street I saw you could raise the camera to your eye and capture 
that gesture that intrigued you; I embraced that physicality. 

I went back to my office where I was an art director and told my 
boss that I was quitting. Said I wanted to become a photographer. 
He asked, “Do you have a camera?” I said, “No, I don’t have 
one.” He reached into his drawer and gave me his camera. After 
work, I went out to the first camera store I saw and bought two 
rolls of color film. It didn’t occur to me to buy black and white 
film—I saw that the world was in color and so I bought color film. 
It was also pragmatic: I didn’t know anything about photography 
but I wanted to see the pictures as fast as I could get them, and 
with color I could take them to a lab and have slides back in three 
hours. It took years for me to really understand that I needed 
to see prints, hold them in my hand, and not just project them 
on to a screen. Then I started to shoot in black and white, and 

taught myself all the darkroom techniques. And then I started to 
carry two cameras, one with black and white and one with color 
film, and I could trade between the two. I would look to make 
comparable photographs and see which one made something 
more interesting. I saw that color was a richer, more nuanced 
depiction of the world.

In the subsequent two years, which I spent a lot with Tony Ray-
Jones, we were two naifs on the street. During that period I began 
to understand that to take a picture was to build a line of small 
consciousnesses that I could put together and it would describe 
my areas of interest. Interactions and relations, portraits; I started 
to understand the nature of photography slowly—I wasn’t drawn 
to documentary, or to save the world, I was drawn because it was 
a way of seeing how my mind worked.

I can’t put a strict label on what kind of photographer I am— 
I think that narrows your parameters. I am a generalist: when 
the world appears interesting to me through the images I have 
collected, then I realize it can be my divining rod. 

Years ago I had a farm and I hired a water diviner. He walked 
around the site and at some point he said, “Dig here.” So we 
did, and twelve feet below we hit water. How did he know? In 
a sense the stick led him and for me the camera and the pictures 
I make over a period of time lead me to see where my interest is 
strengthening.

I use the real world: whatever the light is, wherever I find myself, 
I make the picture. I don’t often say I will come back the next day 
for it. There is only now. The moment is now, I am here now, 
this is happening now, take it now. The sense of that moment, the 
magnitude of that, is the only thing I can respond to. I can’t think 
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Florida, 1967.

about the future when I am only in the now. Photography is about 
the consciousness of now for me.

With digital, it is a negative asset that you can immediately see 
what you have got. I observed it in other photographers, and it 
is a temptation for me, to look straight at the image just taken. 
When you only have film in the camera, and you start to shoot 
something, a small event is transpiring in front of you. Well, you 
move closer and keep pushing and keep moving all the time, 
only focusing on the event. But with digital, I have noticed so 

consistently that photographers take a picture and then look at the 
back to see what came out, while the event is still going on. The 
event might be getting better, but they are looking at the camera. 
I have been training myself not to look at the back of the camera, 
but to stay with the event. It is like a sin to be looking at the 
camera when the next moment actually was the best picture, but 
you missed it because you were looking at the last moment!

The street is like a text. It is capable of being read by me in my 
own imperfect way. When I am out there, I am talking to myself, 



Malaga, Spain, 1966.

there is such a noisy chatter in me, watching all the time. There 
is such a joy in being alive and reading what is going on. I am 
looking at all the stuff coming down the street and I am trying 
to read the possible connections between them and what might 
happen when they converge or dissipate. The lively potential the 
street has in terms of picture content is incredible, even though 
it is so open-ended. I am not really looking for something but 
looking at it, watching like waves on the shore as it throws more 
stuff up. It enriches the daily life for me. I am never without  
a camera and when I am out on the street I am open, a sense of 

play for the unpredictability of the bounty of street life bringing 
unexpected connections. 

Pictures work in many ways. They can reveal the mind-set of 
the person who has made them: they can tell you if someone is 
bored, they can tell you if someone is engaged, they can tell you if 
someone is sensual.

Astonish me! This is what I want from photography. It can be with 
the most ordinary thing and yet change my consciousness.
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I started with an interest in all the arts—literature, painting, 
sculpture, design—but photography was the one that allowed me to 
use my creativity in the best way. I love people and I love being able 
to interact with them and to see some of what makes them work, 
their psychology. Photography is a fabulous way to study people. 

Portraits are collaborative. They show the psyche of the 
photographer as well as the person being photographed. It is 
inevitable: the point of view that the photographer brings to 
the session is half the portrait, right there. With great portrait 
photographers like Avedon or Penn, their work looks so different 
because it has their personality in it.

My approach is highly intuitive. I try to get myself into a zone of 
receptivity and connection before I do a portrait session. I do not 
want it to be coming from the intellect—all the technical things, 
and being properly prepared, that’s coming from the intellect, and 
we need that. But, in the end, as Martha Graham said about dance, 
all that technique does nothing if it doesn’t move our heart. 

Critics do say my work has an ethereal, “otherworldly” quality. 
That just comes naturally, it is part of my personality. All my life 
I have been looking for a kind of transcendence, a desire to be 
whole, connected with the divine force. There is a desire for some 
form of transformation in my life, and that’s a constant. Life is the 
path of transformation and gradual enlightenment, not that we 
ever get to it. Perhaps that is all reflected in the work, even though 
I did not specifically intend that to happen. Critics have seen it, 
and perhaps it happened because of who I am and what I deem 
most important.

There was a ten-year period when I was more vulnerable, more 
connected to my unconscious, than any other time of my life.  

I think that is when I did my best work, the period that resulted 
in the book Transformations. That is my most spiritual body 
of work. During that period those pictures just jumped out of 
my psyche and took me by storm; I watched it unfold and I was 
like a channel. I look back at the pictures and can still remember 
everything that happened on some days. There is the picture of the 
old man and the child with the wings, and the old man is turning 
his back—it was such an amazing day and it felt so close to my 
heart and soul. Something magical appeared almost effortlessly in 
front of my lens.

I think I am better at photographing women, perhaps because  
I am a woman and I have more of a key into the female heart and 
soul. We do what we do best and what we are most connected 
with. My book on women (Wise Women) was so successful  
that my publisher wanted me to do a book on men. I took it as  
a challenge, launched myself into trying—and I think the result 
was good but not as good as Wise Women. I don’t have the same 
ability to bring the magic with men as well as women. What can 
I say?

My best photos have such different interpretations to different 
people. I love having people tell me why it was important to them. 
It is lovely to hear back, and surprising often, and it always feels 
good to be appreciated. 

You can’t plan to go and make an iconic image—the question is 
more about how many of those moments you will be graced by—
but when you see and hear from others how certain images are 
valued, and mean a lot to them, then that is immensely rewarding.

What really happens in a great image you can’t put into writing— 
it is not a formula. That’s why we have and need these images.

 Joyce
Tenneson
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Larissa D, Slovenia, from Light Warriors.



Jürgen Schadeberg

It’s been good to be a photographer—if only because I am not 
sure what else I could do. I started quite early, just after the war. 
I was about seventeen, in 1946 in Berlin. My mother was an 
actress, and she had tried to get me on the stage from about four 
or five years old. I did not really like it, and at one point simply 
refused to carry on. But I was surrounded by people in this field. 
I was interested in film, and I had a choice where I could have 
started as a trainee working in a small film company. I did get into 
making my own films much later, documentaries, but in general 
I find making films gets too involved, with too many disciplines, 
opinions, fights. Only with documentaries can you mostly avoid 
that. Making films you can end up compromising continually, and 
doing things that have nothing to do with the starting point. It 
nearly always ends up in some form of muddle thanks to having 
too many cooks. So I think I ended up working in photography 
because I liked the fact that it depended on my own decisions, 
where I could feel that my decisions could come through in the 
work. With photography, you need less finance and have less 
interference than with film.

There were a few times when I was short of money and thought  
I should try to do the commercial thing. But it never really worked 
because I lost interest, got very bored with it. So documentary 
photography is with me, in me, somehow—I think it has some 
real value as it is important to create a mirror on situations that 
would otherwise not be seen, known or accepted. And this is what 
I found when I was in South Africa, where I went in the late 1940s. 
I photographed the black situation, which of course was a culture 
that was being ignored by the white world there and the world in 
general. Later on, much later, it proved to be that this culture was 
important. By the end of apartheid, I had published a number 
of books about the music, and society in general, of black South 
Africa. Many whites appeared to be totally astonished by it— 

they didn’t know these things existed. Some of them honestly did 
not know that there was such a thing as the black culture.

When I worked on Drum magazine in the fifties, there was, of 
course, no consciousness that what we were doing would be seen 
as an important work of recording forty or fifty years later. I was 
simply interested, fascinated, by the dynamic, positive, forward-
looking black culture—so much more interesting than the colonial, 
conservative, dull, inward-looking white world. 

Mandela was the ANC youth leader at the time of taking the early 
picture of him in his office, 1952, where he was practicing as a 
lawyer. I had photographed him earlier at the ANC congress in 
1951. He was in the background of things then, but seemed very 
interesting. He radiated an atmosphere of self-assurance, control, 
and had quite a sense of humor. In one way he was quite humble, 
in another way he created an atmosphere of authority. 

I became worried that every time we did an exposure of an issue—
something like farm labor or prison conditions—the government 
came up with a new law that made it even more difficult to work. 
We wondered if we were doing the opposite of what we should do 
at times, making life more difficult for people. But, in retrospect, 
I think it was probably for the good as it was helping to give the 
black society a certain amount of confidence. To be documented 
may have helped them believe in themselves.

There were many challenges. One was just of survival—this type of 
work, documentary, was not easily appreciated then, and I think the 
same applies today to some degree. You always had to find a market 
for your work then, and this continues. I was always doing a lot 
of freelance photography to survive because Drum was extremely 
poor. We got about a quarter of what any other paper was paying. 

 Jürgen
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I left Drum in ’59 and in 1960 I took on a job on the Sunday 
Times, a white paper with a big circulation. I was doing stories 
and was called in by the editor quite soon after joining as he had a 
concern about my work. He said, “Our readers, when on Sunday 
mornings they are having their breakfasts, they don’t want to see 
black faces.” I was supposed to go out and do human-interest 
stories but only see and photograph the white minority of people. 
It was quite difficult. 

It was always challenging. You had to keep out of the way of the 
police, who became increasingly awkward. You also had problems 
in keeping friends in the white circles, who didn’t approve of what 
you were doing.
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I did not start with just photography and I am not ending up with 
it, as I make films as well, but it has been the dominant expression 
for me. I went to Harvard, not art school, and studied social studies 
and then visual anthropology. This gave me a year going around 
the world studying film and anthropology, living with families in 
nine countries. I realized I was interested in culture—that was my 
calling—but I did not know how to express this. I decided I wanted 
to do filmmaking, applied to film schools and tried to get grants, but 
nothing worked out. I did this project about the French aristocracy 
in photographs, and photography proved to be a very accessible 
medium; I could just take my camera and tape recorder and make 
pictures and interview people and document how they lived. 

So I did not come into this work as an artist or conceptual 
image-maker. I was about social documentary, telling stories 
of how people lived. I got a photo internship from National 
Geographic. When I went there it was the first time I saw a 
photographer as a journalist—up to that point I had not taken 
photography seriously as a career because I thought it was about 
illustrating other people’s stories. It was the first place where I 
saw the photographer as the primary storyteller, the one doing the 
research and telling the story. 

There is a tradition of documenting the other, the exotic, in 
photojournalism. I was told by one of my teachers in college that 
to start as a journalist you really have to go to a war—that’s how 
you cut your teeth and get known. I was thinking, “Wow, that’s 
not for me!” But I started to figure it out when I was at National 
Geographic. Afterwards I did a project on the Mayan Indians in 
Chiapas, Mexico, where I worked with my mother who had been 
researching there for twenty years. We had a connection with the 
subject, but I felt an outsider struggling with language and access. 
I had this revelation that I was spending so much time just trying 

to get to the point where I could even make pictures. I thought if 
I photographed something I actually knew about and cared about 
in a deeper way this would be more productive. I started thinking 
about going back to the place I grew up in and photographing my 
own experience. I grew up in Los Angeles, and moved away for 
college, and lived in a few different places after college. During 
that time I realized how interesting, specific, and peculiar was the 
world I grew up in and started to think that might be interesting to 
document. So I had this reaction to photographing the exotic and 
wanted to photograph something I could penetrate more deeply. 

I started photographing in my own high school and from there 
the project grew and evolved and took me other places, looking 
at how kids grow up. It was linked to this understanding from my 
own background. That is how things took off. When the work 
came out as a book, Fast Forward, I was able to establish my own 
voice, or the beginning of one. 

Girl Culture, the next project, was not any world I knew directly. 
I photographed all kinds of girls and women. They might seem 
like exotic environments—strippers and showgirls and more—and 
they were areas I had no personal experience with. But each was 
a stepping stone from the previous. I had spent time in youth 
culture with Fast Forward, and got more interested in this in 
Girl Culture. Then my next project was Thin, which was about 
eating disorders, and eating disorders had started to surface in Fast 
Forward, and the obsession with body image had been in Girl 
Culture. I had been photographing for several years at the eating 
disorder clinic because of Girl Culture, before I started Thin. So 
it was a very organic journey.

I try to spend enough time on projects to really get inside them. 
With the eating disorder clinic I came into it with a background, 
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Shelly, near her home in Salt Lake City, Utah, six months after leaving treatment for an eating disorder at 
Renfrew residential facility, Florida. Following six months of treatment, that she estimates cost $100,000, 
she lost seventeen pounds and underwent electric shock therapy to treat her depression. From Thin.

as Girl Culture had been about how the body had become the 
primary expression for girls. Eating disorders would seem to be 
a pathology that relates to that. But I learned that in fact eating 
disorders are more about a heart of darkness of mental illness 
than about any media-driven body image. So I ended up going 
to a very different place, through immersion, spending about two 
years in that world, and making a feature-length documentary film 
and the photography. When I look back now I realize I started not 

knowing anything about eating disorders but I had an opening to 
get into that world.

I never know where I am going to end up. Focusing on eating 
disorders was a left turn for me—my work has been more about 
the mainstream, or about the extremes revealed or commented 
on by the mainstream. With Thin, it was such a specific, extreme 
pathology. I knew it was interesting because it was a pathology 



that mirrored mainstream issues, and there was an access to this 
severe mental illness that all women could find, because it looked 
like some of the behaviors of mainstream female life. And so I 
knew that there was something interesting there but had no idea if 
it would pan out creatively or conceptually. 

My pictures always had an emphasis on storytelling, and so I was 
interested in doing a film and suggested a series to HBO. They said 
let’s do one on eating disorders. This turned into the most intense 
documentation experience I have ever had; I thought I had close 

relationships through my photography, but I had never had anything 
like this, where I was with the same subjects for such a long period 
and the subjects were in such a vulnerable and changing point in their 
life. It was an intense relationship both ways. When I finished the film 
I felt there were stories I had not been able to tell and that I needed 
photography to tell. And so I went back to photography for the next 
year and a half and made the images for the book and the exhibition. 

I now feel more like a documentary artist who uses different 
media; when I go out and take pictures, I have my camera but  

Mijanou and friends from Beverly Hills High School spending their Senior Beach Day  
at Will Rogers State Beach in Los Angeles. From Fast Forward.
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I am often doing video interviews. As I work on my new project 
I think of film in the mix. The impact of showing Thin was like 
nothing else I had—twenty or thirty million people saw the film. It 
reached the public in a way that is very hard to do in photography.

Is there a social and political agenda behind my work? With Girl 
Culture I did not start it as a feminist, but I came out of it the 
other side as a feminist. The work is very much a journey: I don’t 
have an agenda going in, I have an interest, a sense that there is 
something there to discover or explore, something problematic. 

But once the work is done I am thinking about the educational 
possibilities, the possibilities for dialogue. It is not that I am trying 
to directly make social change happen through the projects, but I 
am trying to provoke conversations about the issues that I think 
are important. 

I try to stay very open when I make the pictures. I go for situations 
that I think will be revealing and a lot of what comes across 
happens in the editing. When the work is done, I think, “What is 
this? What am I trying to say? How can it be used?” 

The damas (maids of honor) in a limousine on the way to a Quinceañera party  
in Huntington Park, California, for Ruby, age fifteen. From Girl Culture, 2001.
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Why do you prefer photography as your medium?
I trained as a painter and love paintings, but I found that the 
physical aspect of the medium did not suit me. I did not like the 
messiness of handling pigments, oil, and turpentine. I still think 
like a painter, especially in the way I structure my images. The 
camera is simply a tool I use, but the process is psychological and 
much more like painting than photography.

What draws you to the portrait form? 
I am interested in people, but my pictures are not portraits in the 
traditional meaning of the word. I call them “imaginary portraits,” 
because they are not really about the person photographed. They 
are not portraits of the actual model; I make the person my own. A 
portrait allows the artist, as well as the viewer, the chance to mirror 
themselves in the other and to reflect on their own existence.

Do you see your work in a photographic or a broader fine  
art tradition? 
I continue to be influenced by the history of painting, and especially 
by the work of Bronzino, Velázquez, Goya, and Runge. My work 
process is much closer to painting than it is to photography in that 
it takes time. I only make three to five pictures per year. I think 
like a painter when I structure my compositions, organizing forms 
and colors when I stage the photograph and when I work on the 
computer screen. The process is quite similar to what a painter 
does on a canvas. The problems are fundamentally the same; it is 
all about pictorial organization.

There is a distinct color space within your images. What is 
guiding that? 
Colors are extremely important to me. I love colors. Colors can be 
used to evoke feelings or convey certain states of mind. However, 

recently I have started to explore black and white photography. 
I am interested in the mental process which translates black and 
white into color.

There is an ambiguity between the recorded and the 
constructed in your work: things are depicted, but we may 
doubt any obvious “documentary” connection. Can you 
comment on this? 
For me, a work of art should transcend the subject. Even if we 
recognize a certain subject, the picture will act as a metaphor and 
tell us something more. My portraits do not represent the actual 
model’s psychology or personality, but rather a constructed one. 
You can clearly recognize the model, but at the same time the 
portrait is detached from the real person. 
 
What is the significance of landscape in your work? 
As in literature, landscape in images can be used to represent mental 
states. I use landscapes and empty rooms to represent alienation. 
I believe man is alienated from the natural world. Industrialization 
and destruction of the natural environment have made it 
impossible for man to feel at home in the world. 

How has the prevalence of digital photo capture and digital 
manipulation tools affected the environment for creating 
photographic-related art? 
Coming from the perspective of a painter, conventional 
photography was not for me. I like to have more control over 
the image than having to depend only on what is in front of the 
camera. Digital technology suits me in order to get the results that 
I want.

Loretta
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The Drummer, 2004. Ilfochrome print.



Isabel 1, 2009. Fujiflex print.
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The Rose Garden, 2001. Ilfochrome print.
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I always start from the place of an idea. I don’t walk into a photo shoot 
without an idea at hand, a possibility of where I want to go—perhaps 
just the format and the energy, or perhaps something really conceptual 
that might take a lot of planning and have a very strong foundation.

The world is always changing, pop culture is always changing; 
I don’t know if it is better or not than before. If you wait long 
enough, it all comes back. You can’t be limited by this culture, or 
who you shoot for, it is more about how you see yourself and how 
you want to evolve. 

I am interested in all photography. I don’t consider myself anything 
more specific than a photographer—I play with landscapes, still 
lifes, all kinds of portraiture. 

For my Holocaust book, which was the first time I worked on 
a book, I wanted it to have a sense of history. I wanted to find a 
style of portraiture that could be documentation but also could 
serve as the pre-emptive moment when you look at the stories. 
It was a collaboration of story and photography; the roots of the 
book were to capture these survivors and their stories while they 
were still around, which is obviously becoming less and less of 
an opportunity. Some of them had never told their story before.

The In My Stairwell book was a very different experience. I had 
this space in my building, which I transformed into a daylight 
studio. It looked like a stage. Using that as a mini-theatre or set, 
I invited people in or just photographed them there on the side 
of an assignment. That developed into the idea of really pulling 
out specific people—writers, dancers, artists, and so on—to be an 
encyclopedia of art at this time. We collaborated with the Brooklyn 
Academy of Music and found various stories. It developed into  
a pretty lively group of people. 

Every image dictates its own size. You need to look and decide 
whether it is small or big, or whatever. But people who buy 
photography tend to want to buy big, which is not surprising at 
all. I am making platinum-palladium that are thirty-by-forty inches, 
which is a nice big, fat print. Why platinum-palladium? There’s real 
satisfaction in making your own paper, it looks so much better 
than anybody could make for you.

I admire a lot of photography and the history of it is part of my 
journey. But I don’t think that I ever go into a photoshoot with any 
photographer in mind that I want to look like. It is very random as 
to what I learn from, as I see all and everything as fair game. But 
being original is one of the most important parts of the job, not 
to be too influenced by what else is going on. I don’t think I am  
a very trendy photographer; I don’t have much of an ability to find 
what is trendy or not. I focus on what I am comfortable doing.

Your starting point is having various ideas that are around what 
you want to say. The other piece is what the subject brings to 
it, the person in the portrait—how do you transform that with  
a collaborative effort. There is a spontaneous thing that happens. 
In the end, 90 per cent of the image is my interpretation. 

If I could go back in the past and take a portrait—there’s  
a question! I got to shoot three of the four Beatles, but never 
got to shoot John. That would be a nice experience. And then 
some of the jazz greats, back when they were in their heyday— 
Miles Davis, Thelonious Monk, Bill Evans—they are all big heroes 
of mine and would have been great to photograph. But, you know, 
it’s the wrong time. I have to look ahead.

There’s so much to do. 
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Greek Holocaust Survivors’ Arms, Queens, New York, 1995.



I’ve done photography my whole working life. It is what I do.  
I used to like it a lot but it has changed a lot. 

I like the idea of being able to capture a moment in time, but all 
that has changed now with people being able to Photoshop images 
so much. You don’t know what is real any more and what isn’t. 
But I am an analog photographer and it is about capturing the 
moment of reality. It hasn’t changed for me: I shoot film and I will 
continue to shoot film. I think it is more beautiful. It is the reason I 
became a photographer. I am not an illustrator; a lot of the digital, 
Photoshopped photography is what I would call illustration, not 
photography. With that kind of work the post-production guy is 
probably the most important guy in the process.

My big thing was to use magazine assignments almost as grants. 
But it is harder now to make things happen as they are so 
interested in celebrity, not documentary work. The climate has 
changed for doing serious stories. The control advertising has on 
the magazine medium is more, and editorial no longer want to give 
the assignments they used to. Now photography is very seldom 
used to record truth in the magazines, it is used more as decoration. 
The future of documentary photography is not in a healthy state.

I see better in black and white. Perhaps I’m even a bit color-blind. 
It’s also the subject matter that I pick that I think works better in 
black and white. 

I just finished doing this project on the Prom, using the 20x24 
camera. Having done a book on twins with this camera, I then 
wanted to find another project where I could really use it right.  
I love that camera. Unfortunately they stopped making the black-
and-white film. I love the ways the prints look—they are beautiful 
objects, incredible tonality and detail.

You have to really finalize your decisions when using it. Not only 
do you have a limited amount of time to work with people, but 
the film is incredibly expensive. You don’t have the chance to do 
it this way and that way. I try to shoot four frames, have a series 
and something you can exhibit. You have to really be in control 
of your lighting—you are making and taking a picture at the same 
time. People are amazed by the camera. It is the opposite of digital 
photography. You are making the decisions all upfront and you 
can’t just go for it in post-production.

My main influences come from photography and film. I have done 
a lot of work on film sets. Fellini I adore; if I was going to say just 
one name as an influence or inspiration, it would probably be him. 
He presented an amazing world and an amazing imagination, but 
all based in neorealism. He’s a realist.

I choose things because they have a chance of being visual. The 
choice is not based on words; it is based on the visual. Sometimes 
I have worked with writers, and it can be very helpful. But for me a 
picture has to stand on its own. If it needs text it is not truly visual. 
For me it is all about the single image.

With celebrity images they often work just because it is a famous 
face, and it is nothing more. I want to do more. The thing with 
making a celebrity image is to get beyond the celebrity.

I was lucky with the picture I took of Fellini from behind.  
I followed him around that day on the set. He has a bullhorn and 
seems to be almost dancing, like a character in one of his films.

Irony is in my work. You are conscious of what you are looking 
at and why, it’s in your way of looking. Then you learn how to 
express it as you become an experienced photographer. 

Mary Ellen
Mark
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Federico Fellini on the Set of Satyricon, Rome, Italy, 1969.

There’s an evolution over the years. There are certain things you 
are interested in, certain themes, and they manifest themselves in 
your projects. Things carry through. I would love to do more work 
on the circus, maybe in Russia or China. And I have always wanted 
to photograph the gypsy camps in Ireland. 

Photography has a lesser role today, less opportunity to make  
a difference, and there is less investment in making the real 
human-interest stories. Magazines like Life and Look, they are not 

there. I am lucky, I think, that I got to do some of the work the 
way I did. Lucky I just did the Prom project before the slowdown. 
Let’s hope somehow good comes out of that.

If you do great pictures it is fine art, no matter what. The galleries 
manipulate things, the market. If you deliberately set out to be an 
artist, that is the wrong way to think as a photographer. The work 
should be great, and that is all that is important. If people want it, 
and want it to put on their walls, that’s great too.



I had two 4x5 cameras that I used for jobs and they were stolen 
from a car in Milan when I went for lunch. All they left was the 
big bag with the 8x10. I hadn’t used it then, but it was like a sign 
of destiny. The 8x10 is a terrible camera to use—nothing is really 
the focus, but it was what I had.

Anyway, I thought I would build a high tripod, around five meters 
high, so that I could focus by tilting the front. It was a purely 
technical thing. And when the tripod was ready, Berlusconi had 
just won the election in 1994 and I was living near a beach and 
I wanted to go to the beach and look at these people who had 
voted for Berlusconi, look at them in the face. I was puzzled 
and intrigued. Things were changing. So I had this idea of taking 
the pictures from the sea, looking at the people. Most pictures 
of beaches are taken from the back, so you see the back of the 
people plus the sea; or you have the crowds, like with Weegee’s 
images, where he would direct the people. I knew these pictures 
and I thought it would be a good idea to try something different. 
So I put the tripod in the water and shot towards the land. From 
then, I realized I had an idea, and the year after, in 1995, I started 
doing it seriously. 

People don’t really look at me at the beach because my setup is 
so big that nobody really cares. I am a little out of the normal line 
of sight of the people. Usually I get there early in the morning, so 
when people arrive I am a fixture, like a pier or something. 

The beach is a perfect place to study the human being. People 
are more apt to be studied there—they have less clothes and they 
don’t have anything to do, really. They don’t rush around too 
much. But they occupy a space; they take some of their belongings 
and there is a primitive thing. People behave in a way that reflects a 
lot about what we are, what we do, and what we think. If you go to 

a square to photograph, where there are also hundreds of people 
doing things, they are not really sitting; they are all moving and you 
can stay for days and never get a situation that you like, and there 
will always tend to be 50 per cent or more of the people turned 
the other way. From both the technical and the sociological point 
of view, the beach is an easy way to study people.

On a beach, they stay there all day and somehow reproduce what 
they would do at home. It will be open—anybody interested can 
peep into their lives. You mix the sociological, historical and 
artistic parts. Little events explain more about how we are than 
some of the big events that we often focus on. Our lives are made 
up of minute stories that happen every day. And those you see 
on the beach.

Most of the work is about planning. Then reality always goes 
beyond my thoughts. Every summer I might do two or three 
trips that last up to two weeks. And I do ten or fifteen pictures 
every trip. The places I find on the way are always better than  
I planned.

I am always careful not to let the geographic part become too 
important. The cultural difference is possible, but I always try to 
get something very bland in a way. I could photograph a gay beach, 
or a nudist beach, but then I would be taking a stand, a position, 
and I don’t want to do that. If I do a normal beach it doesn’t 
imply anything in that way, but allows people to observe the little 
stories of our lives. I want the viewer to mind the smaller things, 
minute details. 

It is not a snap, but it could look to somebody who does not 
know a lot a little like a postcard. But then when you go into it you 
understand what is behind it, and that you want to take time and 
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look at things—see the groups, the individuals, the landscape. But 
at the beginning it looks very simple, a shot of something not very 
interesting. But you discover by yourself; there is an effort to be 
made by the viewer.
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#2778 Mondello Beach, August 2007.



I was the youngest of six children in a working-class Catholic 
family. There was no tradition of art among my family. I think  
I took pictures in my mind from when I was a child, but my first 
serious efforts weren’t made until much, much later. I initially 
chose photography for survival reasons. I wanted to be an artist 
but knew the possibilities in England at the time were very limited. 
Photography could be a means of expression as well as a way to 
make a living. It was a good choice for me. I have been able to 
survive since then doing what I love to do. 

It is vitally important that I print my work. The darkroom has vast 
potential for creativity. There are so many technical and aesthetic 
decisions that need to be made when making a print, and I don’t 
want to delegate them. I know that if somebody made my prints 
they might be technically good, even better than my own, and 
perhaps more creatively interesting, but they wouldn’t be my 
interpretation. I find the time in the darkroom to be fascinating 
and inspirational. It informs and enriches the way that I see and 
therefore photograph. 

I have experimented with formats and I used 35 mm pretty much 
exclusively for over ten years. The 120 square format seems 
perfect for me now. Technically, it gives me a good-sized negative 
that I can crop if needed, either horizontally or vertically. The grain 
is not too pronounced, so I can enlarge and print only a portion of 
the negative if I decide. Aesthetically, it is perhaps less obviously 
dynamic than other formats. It has a certain calmness that fits my 
current work quite well.

I like to work with no time limits, nobody watching or asking 
questions, no phones or other interruption. When I go to a 
location, I don’t know if I will be there for five minutes or five 
days. Inspiration depends on the light, the atmosphere, and what 
I react to. Being creative often means following a lead, working 
on half chances, half-thoughts, coming up to dead ends and re-
tracking. Being creative for me often means photographing things 
in ways that might seem completely ordinary at the time but which 
may turn out to be extraordinary later. The inverse also happens. 
Creativity means being open, listening to what comes from within 
and without, which is very hard to do when you are looking at your 
watch, or having a conversation. It is important to be focused and 
concentrated, which for me usually means being solitary, quiet, and 
away from distractions.

The whole artistic process is satisfying. I love being out at odd 
times of day and night, experiencing the world in fascinating 
places, where I would want to be even if I wasn’t making 
photographs. I love travelling and all that comes with it.  
I intensely dislike processing film—and fortunately there are still 
excellent labs around. Seeing the first proofs is always exciting; 
editing, making work prints, then the challenge of making final 
prints, even retouching the first print, all these stages are enjoyable 
and immensely satisfying. Then there is the exhibiting, getting 
reactions from others, making books, et cetera. Photography is 
immensely challenging, with a good deal of work, but I am thrilled 
to be a part of it.

Michael
Kenna
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Shellfish Walls, Chausey Islands, France, 2007.



I am a photographer because I’ve been one for so long now that 
it’s all I know. It’s thus by default what I’m best at. The more 
time passes the greater my admiration for other professions, 
more concrete ways of living and acting in society. I’ve always 
been both frustrated by, and uncontrollably in love with, the 
abstraction of image-making. Freezing a moment in time and 
space, controlling it, orchestrating it, giving it importance over the 
endless flow of moments; collecting those important moments; 
cutting through the fog of incoherence, forgetfulness, disease, and 
death that accompany our lives, making meaning and narrative 
amidst the incomprehensible; leaving a hopefully eloquent record 
of my movement through my times after I’m gone, these are some 
of the reasons I photograph. I am most alive when I am seeing 
things beyond my own petty concerns and limitations—a kind of 
disappearance—and then transforming them creatively, leaving 
records washed with myself—a kind of reappearance. There’s 
nothing like it, and it’s quite paradoxical. I should add that as much 
as I am a photographer I am a book-maker. The two go together 
perfectly. Books bring the work to a public, and can at their best 
be sacred, charged objects with inexplicable cultural authority that 
goes back thousands of years. My books balance the inherent 
abstraction of the photographic medium, and make it as physical 
as possible, often in a democratically accessible way. There are 
still times I wish I was a physician, or perhaps an environmental 
lobbyist in Washington, or even a mother, but the book form 
makes what I do a bit more real.

I’ve always been interested in the aerial view, partly because there 
has been a lot of aviation in my family and because I was flying 
before I was driving, but, more importantly, because I have always 
been consumed with concepts of scale: why we as humans do 
what we do in the midst of our surroundings, where the edge 
of our competence and hubris might be, that point where our 

narcissistic species-egotism falls away in the face of larger forces. 
Power, alphabets of the sublime, wonder, terror, vastness drawn 
against the domestic are some of my themes. My work so far has 
pursued these investigations through a specifically American lens 
because I am an American and I studied the abstractions of this 
particular nation in my undergraduate years, but also because the 
seductive and appalling United States has been the outsized player 
on the globe for some time now. Things are changing, of course. 
Naturally, the more time I spend in the air the sillier things like 
borders and nations become in the face of geology and region, 
and the more I think about moving beyond my home country, 
but there is still so much for me to figure out here. Sometimes 
it’s best to contemplate the whole from the particularities of the 
closely known. I am not a fan of the trivialization of differences 
and leveling that can happen with the globetrotting photographer. 
We are not “one world under the lens,” and I hate that 
photography and other media can actually distance people from 
a deeper comprehension of something, and even sow numbness. 
Practitioners of the visual must constantly innovate around this, 
and know when to put away the camera.

I’ve worked from the inside out, driven by private obsessions 
and concerns that I’ve tried to articulate for myself first, and 
then hopefully outwards for a larger audience. One project 
makes another possible, both in terms of confidence and often in 
terms of resources, and I do think about the relationship of one 
project to another, about how they all add up together in creative 
terms. To me, all my projects are driven by the same fundamental 
concerns and are all explorations of a few core ideas. Obviously 
I like to take on big subjects: the first human contact with an 
alien world (Full Moon), that moment when we figured out how 
to ignite our own stars (100 Suns), the myth and reality of the 
modern “empty” America seen from above (Some Dry Space: 
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Burned Jeffrey Pine Forest and Tephra Flow Looking Southeast, Highway 120 at Right,  
Mono Basin, California.

An Inhabited West). But that populated West is still unspeakably 
vast, as are the forces creating it, both cultural and geological. All 
my work is landscape, and the issues circling around landscape 
are almost overwhelmingly huge. There’s a place for quietness in 

life, certainly, but I’ve always pursued things all out and intensely.

Some Dry Space: An Inhabited West, the rather sprawling aerial 
work I am immersed in now and for the foreseeable future, is 



articulated around documenting the way the built world in the arid 
West relates to more unsettled areas, and expression of the geology 
that undergirds both of them. It’s equally about cities, suburbs, and 
natural grandeur. It’s also about my very different photographic 

responses to each, and in that way it’s about classic exploration 
and discovery. I try to have some structure and concept, of course, 
but when it comes down to taking the doors off my aircraft or the 
rented helicopter and imaging, I prefer to leave preconceptions 

Inside Radioactive Photographic Bunker Built in 1956, Aomen Island, Bikini Atoll.
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behind and try and see like I’ve not seen before. It’s the same when 
rooting through a forty-year-old iconic photographic archive: one 
has an idea of what one will find, but the real work begins when 
one starts wandering and meandering. That’s the best part, when 

one surprises oneself and comes away astounded with something 
genuinely unexpected. Exploration of the world itself—that un-
ironic old saw of tired photographic modernism—still often does 
it for me.

Crater from 1952 MIKE Device, Elugelab Island, Enewetak Atoll.
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I made my first pictures as a seventeen-year-old student at a 
traditional New England boarding school. I volunteered to edit 
the yearbook, and the job led me to my medium by default.  
I couldn’t round up enough photographers to make the kind of 
pictures I imagined—informal, environmental portraits versus 
generic studio shots—so I took a course in photography to be 
able to make them myself. After the yearbook was finished,  
I kept making pictures.

When I was twenty, I moved to New York to go to the Cooper 
Union. In Garry Winogrand’s class, everything I thought I knew 
about photography and art was called into question. Garry made 
me unlearn much of what I had been told by other art teachers 
were the principles of a “good picture.” Most liberating was that 
he taught me not to worry if I was making art or not.

I started to work in color, which was a radical, and some thought 
foolish, move in 1973. Color photography was not yet a medium 
for serious photography—it was used almost exclusively for slick 
advertising and illustration. Within a month of shooting in color, 
though, I wanted to do nothing else. 
 
As I developed, I learned that a photograph is other than the thing 
itself photographed, and this freed me to think about how I could 
use photography to fictional effect, even while my pictures were 
drawn from the real world. In the eighties, I made films in tandem 
with photography. As a cinematographer and set designer, I had 
to move objects and people around in the frame, or get rid of 
something I didn’t like. It took time to figure out how far I’d 
maneuver a photograph. I feared killing a picture with intent. Now 
I don’t have that fear. I’ve learned to balance my intention with 
the chance find.

As a young photographer, I made weekly visits to the study room 
of the Museum of Modern Art photography department. It was 
a thrill to look at original prints and talk about them with John 
Szarkowski, who was at his pinnacle of curatorial stewardship.  
The language that Szarkowski created for the reading of 
photographs changed my understanding of what a photograph 
was and could do. 

In the fall of 1974, I spent three months making pictures in 
Los Angeles, a city that I knew next to nothing about. Often a 
day’s work would yield no more than long drives and clues to 
future drives. On occasion, I would come across a situation of 
extraordinary photographic possibility. At an autumn harvest fair 
in the hills north of Los Angeles, I found four blond archetypal 
California girls fondling a snake, while a baby slept on the hay, 
seemingly abandoned, a few yards away. The photograph frames 
the relationship between these girls, their snake, and the baby in 
the hay. I saw in this picture—and others I made at that time— 
a way to draw a theatrical tableau, or mise-en-scène, using real 
people in the public landscape. 

A good friend of mine is a writer who spends his days and nights 
writing, reading, and thinking in the library of his Greenwich 
Village townhouse. He has always envied my life as a photographer 
who works out in the world. Though I deeply admire his work, 
I cannot imagine trading places with him. Photography remains 
a tool with which I form and sharpen my response to the world 
around me. Anything and everything is photographable in an 
infinite number of ways. That excites me.

Shifts in technology have impacted my working process, and 
therefore my work itself, from early on. I began with a 35 mm 
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camera and now I use an 8x10. My camera is very old-fashioned, 
but I have embraced high-technology printmaking. For the last 
few years, I have scanned my negatives and then modulated them 
in Photoshop. I resisted digital printing for a long time, because I 
didn’t like most of the digital art I saw: the prints either had a slick, 

overly perfected, non-photographic quality, or else they exposed 
pixels to my distraction. But as good optical paper was harder to 
find, I thought I better walk into the future before it slams into  
me. It took me a couple of years, working with a master printer, 
but I am a convert. I love traditional prints, where the feel of the 

Iowa 80 Truckstop, Walcott, Iowa, 2008.



printer’s hand is in them, but I’m not nostalgic. The meeting of 
analog and digital technologies in my work intrigues me.

Since the early nineties, I have worked on long projects with a 
central theme. Each has taken about five years to complete. I just 
finished a trilogy begun in 1995: The City; Family Business; 
American Power. It is a photographic excavation of my adopted 
home, my hometown, and my country. I have never wanted to 
make work that is directly about me; rather, I concentrate on a 
specific place or idea that matters a great deal to me. The City 
(pictures of NYC) addressed the tension between private and 
public life; the theme of Family Business was my father’s success 
and failure; and in American Power, I explored the complex 
meaning of power in the US. In all three projects, I am fascinated 
by the meaning and look of American-ness. 

I establish rules at the start of each project, in order not to stray 
too far from my primary theme. With American Power, I made 
a rule that everything I photographed had to relate somehow to 
energy production or consumption. But I allow myself to break, 
or at least bend, those rules so as to subvert my own intentions 
and let the work breathe; let it hold multiple and mysterious 
dimensions. Surprise is important to me: my own, as I photograph; 
and the viewer’s, as he or she looks at my pictures.

Since I started photographing, I have been almost continually 
motivated to go out and make pictures. But I am more patient 
than I used to be. I can go out for an entire day, set up my camera 
several times, and never make a frame, because, in the end, I did 
not think there was a picture to be made.

Family Business, about my father and hometown, has been my 
most gratifying project. It’s about my father’s life, and by extension, 
about all men of his generation guided by the “American dream,” 
only to be left behind by corporate takeovers and high technology. 
The book contains mixed media—photographs, film stills and 
storyboards, interview excerpts, archival pictures and an essay I 
wrote. It is miraculous that the book wound up coherent. I am 
glad that it stretches the definition of a photography book. I have 
been a book lover and maker since the eighties. I edit my books 
carefully to give them a visual, rhythmic arc. Sequencing is an art 

in itself: you want readers to be startled when they turn the page, 
but also increasingly clear about the book’s premise and direction. 

I had numerous satisfactions—artistic and personal—from 
Family Business. Having watched me work on this project, my 
father understood for the first time the hard labor and long hours 
involved in making art. Also, he had gone through hell and felt 
vindicated by my book.

One project can lead naturally into the next, without my 
understanding the connection until much later. Now I see that 
American Power took one idea in Family Business and developed 
it. American Power questions the very idea of the American dream 
that defined my father’s life in Family Business. What did we, as 
a country, want to become? American society was predicated on 
the idea of having no limits. Manifest Destiny. But when I made 
American Power, I didn’t begin my day with a political agenda. 
Climate change was not on my mind, in a conscious manner, when 
I made pictures. Formal questions, like how to frame the landscape, 
were much more compelling to me then. I only became aware of the 
political aspects of the pictures later, when I studied them. 

Photography is a lot about failure—in failure lie the ideas and risks 
that lead to new ground. I fail often while making a body of work. 
I may have failed to resolve an image formally or technically. Some 
pictures don’t work, but show an intimation of success. I study 
them for what they might have been if I had shot them differently. 

I never pick my projects; my projects inevitably pick me. I don’t 
mean that glibly. I’ve learned to listen to what moves and troubles 
me, and that leads me to where I have to go next. I have been 
through hellish periods, where I don’t know what’s to follow after 
finishing a body of work—a kind of post-partum. But I’ve learned 
that it is helpful to remain patient and open, and it’s necessary to 
relax and pursue interests beyond photography during these periods.

What I want to photograph changes with time. The stakes are 
higher for me both humanly and artistically as I get older. I have 
a family now and a more acute consciousness of the world as a 
welcoming or non-welcoming place for my child. I have thirty-five 
years of photographing behind me, and I’m more demanding with 
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Amos Coal Power Plant, Raymond, West Virginia, 2004.

myself than ever—I want those years of experience to support my 
more mature engagement with making art.

I try to acknowledge the complexity of any subject. Clarity is the 
structural core of my best work. Yet achieving clarity does not 

mean that a picture will have a single message or meaning. Clarity 
is what draws viewers in, and compels them to bring their own 
set of associations and history to the experience of the work. Be 
it photography, film, poetry, or sculpture, if it is masterful there is 
never only one single meaning to be drawn from it.



Oliviero Toscani

I am more of an “imaginator” than an old-school photographer. 
To be a photographer today you must think of your image and 
then produce it. I am not a reporter. I imagine the image that I 
should do, that we need at this time.

Look what happened when I created the picture of Isabelle Caro. 
It was the right picture for the right moment. It drew attention to 
anorexia, but at first there was an incredible discussion of, “Is it 
right or is it wrong?” to have such a picture of this woman and in 
an advertisement. But then the editorial people afterwards have 
used the picture everywhere, more than the original advertising. 

Editorial comes after advertising in this case, which is unusual 
perhaps, but it has often happened with my images. It has 
happened with pictures I have done around prisoners on death 
row, or with covering Aids—I made the images and saw them 
immediately reach out beyond the advertising they originally 
appeared in to have an ongoing life in editorial. It happens 
constantly, even with pictures that are now twenty years old.

What I do is really by instinct. Things come up that I think I 
should do something about. It is not about taking it easy; it is about 
responding to the things that keep me alive! Others may call it art. 

My beginning point is how I think it should be. Not the influences 
from others; I have to judge and know my own point of view. I 
think about what is going on around me; I read the paper, see 
things. I made a decision not to go to the movies any more, to 
keep myself independent in my imagination. The only thing I do 
really take in is that I always have the daily newspapers—British, 
French, German, as well as the Italian, all the languages I can 
understand. And then I ask: how is this like that, how come that is 
seen as politically correct when I think it is not? Especially when 

I think it is totally incorrect! For example, I thought all those 
people who managed the economy, the business people and the 
marketing men and so on, were a bunch of bullshitters. And look 
at the news—it turns out they are a bunch of idiots. I like to think 
how we can show this. That such people decide what creative 
people should do: this is a crisis. 

I hope our children will create art, not bombs or other nonsense. 
Creativity should be everywhere. You can be creative even if you 
work with economics. There are too few people who are really 
creative in their work. We don’t believe because of what we are, 
we believe in things because we want to be somebody else. We 
must be creative.

I try to work with people that are trying to be themselves. To do 
this I think you have to start with young people, not work with 
forty- or fifty-year-old people. 

I did not at first choose to be a photographer. My father was a 
news photographer for Corriere della Sera, so I could have been 
just doing a job, like a peasant doing the job that is following his 
father. But I had the chance to go to an art school, an incredible-
quality art school in Zurich at that time. It was straight out of the 
Bauhaus, where graphic design had been taught by the likes of 
Itten and Müller-Brockmann. 

I can use any camera but I am not a technological fetishist. I 
choose to work with the simplest equipment and process that will 
produce the image I want in the cleanest way. The first camera is 
my head, my eye. I put the camera behind the head, not the head 
behind the camera! People hide behind the technology, particularly 
computers, but it is important you don’t let it destroy your ideas, 
shape what you do. A lot of the young people get lost that way.

Oliviero
Toscani
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Oliviero Toscani

It is only ever easy to do something that has already been done. 
The process of doing good work is really based on insecurity—
probably the best moment is when you are totally insecure, and 
that is the moment you are the most creative. If I do something 
in a secure way, that means I have already done that before. Any 
interesting work takes you on a path you haven’t been before. 
Constantly you have to be pretty uncomfortable with things and 
you shouldn’t be afraid to be afraid!

This is life. When you wake up in the morning you are not sure 
you are going to survive to the evening, and that is how it is. It 
is like an adventure. You must go out and discover something. 
You have to have that attitude to every project if you want to 
do something interesting. But sometimes you have to face up 
to the fact that you will not reach the point you want to get to. 
But you don’t stop; you carry on with the progression of life, of 
your research.
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There is revolution in everything. That is OK. There are lots more 
images today—there are cameras and eyes everywhere. But we also 
have more pens and pencils too; but while we all can write, the 
good writers are very few. The same with photography.

Every picture I take is because I want to, but it is not for me. If 
I was alone I wouldn’t take pictures. I take pictures to help other 
people see things the way I see. I don’t take pictures for myself. It 
would be like a politician doing politics for themselves.
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Portraits taken in 2004 at the village Sant’Anna di Stazzema, Tuscany, Italy, where a Nazi 
massacre killed 560 people in 1944. Most children died, but Angelo Berretti (left) and Bianca Pieri 
(right) survived. In 2005, the officers who ordered the action were finally found guilty.



I was working at a clothing store, living in Los Angeles—no 
training or involvement with photography at the time. I was 
complaining about the money I was making to a friend of mine, 
who said, “You should buy a camera and take pictures of your 
friends. I am sure all your friends want to be actors, just shoot 
head shots of them.”

I was good at art, so I bought a camera and did what he said. 
I started shooting pictures of people in my back yard. I built a 
portfolio and then I happened to befriend a photojournalist who 
looked at my pictures and said I should go into fashion. I loved 
clothing, I got the bug, and I went for it. I went to the clothing 
mart in LA and—well, it wasn’t easy, but once you get one client 
they start to roll in.

My style: I studied dance, and the gestural element in my work 
comes from that. I am generally silly, or I like silly things, or 
childlike. I love when people break out of what is expected of 
them. I was always the kid in class who was cracking up and getting 
into trouble. That element has stayed with me and it has worked 
out just fine.

I think it takes a good ten years or so to really develop a style for 
most artists. There was a thread that was part of me that started to 
weave its way into all that I do today. It wasn’t in the forefront of 
my mind—“This is where I am going to go, how I am going to get 
things out of people.” But it was what I was comfortable doing, 
and at some point it became my style.

I try to communicate with the people I photograph that I want 
images that are real. If they are feeling sad, or angry, if they are 
feeling happy—that’s what we want to get to. I want that genuine 

feeling and I will help them get there and I won’t settle for less. 
Generally people step up to the plate when you have a point of 
view and communicate it and are kind about it.

It is about being genuine, not always about being happy. I don’t 
just shoot people laughing. I also love it when I can communicate 
that people are sad, introspective, or soulful. I want them to put 
across something real and it is not easy to achieve this in a short 
amount of time. It is a beautiful day for me when you hit a few 
different notes with someone. 

Working with celebrities now is way different from how it used 
to be. People would come in and be very malleable, like clay, as 
if they were saying, “You are the artist and I am a tool for you.” 
It was very respectful then, but nowadays it is different. Their 
publicist may want to stand behind the camera, control what they 
are wearing, will say they don’t look good from some angle. It 
is like the trust for the photographer is diminishing minute by 
minute. Those of us who have worked when this wasn’t the case 
find it really disturbing to work like we have to do now. I might be 
exaggerating a little, but it is getting much worse. Even in fashion, 
the publicists stand in the fitting room chiming in when they think 
their people look good or not. It’s a weird process and not as much 
fun as it used to be.

I get my fun from unexpected places and it is based on the people 
I am shooting. They are either really wacky, emotional, putting 
it all out there—or not. Sometimes when you think somebody 
is going to be amazing they turn out to be real duds. They can 
be beautiful, but nothing else. And then out of the blue comes 
someone who you never expected to be wildly fun, but is 
absolutely electric. 

 Peggy
Sirota
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Miley Cyrus, Hollywood, California, 31 January 2009.



You have said that you distrust the portrait since it doesn’t 
convey the truth.  What, then, is it supposed to convey?
Sometimes I look at my work and how people read it, and it has no 
relationship to what I might have experienced in taking the picture 
or what I might get from it. There’s no absolute truth in what a 
portrait can convey.

I think the way I view photography is closer to poetry than to 
documentary. This makes me think of filmmaker Werner Herzog, 
who says he is not interested in relaying an accountant’s truth in 
his documentaries. It’s one thing to portray something and to 
give an inventory of facts, and another to use those facts to your 
own ends, to achieve something that Herzog defines as an ecstatic 
truth, an experiential truth.

I think this is something that can be related to portraits. Mostly, 
I am not particularly interested in conveying the actual truth 
about a person—and I would be extremely distrustful if that was 
someone’s intention. But a portrait can definitely convey some 
kind of emotive experience, or ecstatic experience, and some level 
of identification and catharsis that one experiences in relation to 
the portrait.

Do you think you also benefit emotionally from the portrait 
practice?
Richard Avedon, in his preface to In the American West, said, 
“Sometimes I think all my pictures are just pictures of me. My 
concern is...the human predicament; only what I consider the 
human predicament may simply be my own.” Taking portraits 
implies a dynamic, but at the end of the day it is the photographer 
who has complete control. You choose the edit, the setting, the 
angle; and one shouldn’t lose sight of this.

You have certain preoccupations that you follow through, and 
you do your investigations and spend time on certain matters; and 
at some stage your pictorial characters, whether they’re portraits, 
landscapes, still lifes, or constructed realities, start taking on a life 
of their own, and you have to acknowledge this. It’s the same with 
a novel. A good novelist knows when his characters are three-
dimensional and he can’t dictate what their lives are any more; 
they start living their own lives. You set certain things in motion 
with your project, but your subjects become something completely 
different eventually. They are independent entities.

How much are you influenced by writers?
I collect photography books, I like looking at photography 
books, but I definitely have a deeper, almost more spiritual 
response to literature than to looking at other people’s work. 
Ideas to me come from literature; refinement comes from 
looking at other people’s work. I realize how far I can take it, 
how well it can be done, by looking at other photographers. But 
I rarely get inspiration from looking at other artists – in a way 
it would feel like copying them. Literature for intellectual ideas 
and the fine arts, not only photography but painting and artistic 
visual references, are the water that makes the seed germinate. 
And engagement with a gallery, for a show or project, is the 
catalyst of the creative process. These things are useful—I need 
a framework to set things in motion.

You have said that landscapes are other characters in the 
story, and that on your recent trip to Umtata you felt more 
at ease with landscape than with people. Do you see this as 
a shift in your approach?
I find the process of making portraits much more immediately 
intense, while landscapes can leave more room for questioning and 

Pieter
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Escort Kama, Enugu, Nigeria, 2008.
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contemplation. It is about looking at something that is interesting 
to you, and then asking yourself why it is interesting, and deciding 
when you make the photograph: “What do I include and what 
do I exclude?” I guess it depends on the preoccupations that you 
have while shooting. 

And what are your preoccupations? What is behind the 
whim that initially sets the process in motion?
I think I generally have a compulsion to do something and 
afterwards I deconstruct why I did it and what attracted me to 
it. With time you notice that certain threads keep repeating 
themselves: frailty, vanitas. I noticed I kept getting drawn to 
these things without necessarily having the intellectual capacity 
to understand them; I only understood them later on. As a kid, 
I listened to gothic music, I used to dress in black, but at the 
same time I was a surfer. Maybe this is why I ended up being a 
photographer—a weird combination of morbid fascination and 
outdoorsiness! I also have political preoccupations—I walk into 
an abandoned and desecrated hospital in Umtata and I feel angry 
about it. I suddenly feel like an activist, not an artist.

I have definitely seen photographic works that have changed my 
life; maybe not changed how I feel about a specific topic, but it is 
hard to generalize. I think of David Goldblatt’s landscapes, In the 
Time of AIDS—they made me aware of the fact that a landscape is 
not fixed but actually changes, and this profoundly influenced the 
way I look at the world around me. This comforts me and disturbs 
me at the same time, since it made me realize that you have to take 
a position, take responsibility.

In Nollywood, you seem to be exploring more in depth the 
fictional aspect of your work, your relation to literature and 
writing. In Nollywood, your relationship with your subjects 
touches another realm, since they are actively reproducing 
something that is in your mind, and giving a new shape and  
new perspective to your ideas.
I have been taking pictures like the Nollywood series since I 
was a teenager. The first picture I took was very similar to the 
Nollywood spirit: I used to go out with friends on an impulse 
to create something, in a very spontaneous way. It was probably 
naive, but for this reason there was a strong energy in the results. 
Obviously as I got older things became more complex. I don’t see 
it as a new thing; on the contrary, it’s me returning to something 
that used to interest me in the past. It is interesting to be able 
to switch between different media: as a writer can write a novel 
or literary criticism, or an article for a newspaper supplement. 
Understanding the nature of language is the real empowerment, 
and then you explore. If I look back at my teenage pictures, they 
are much more similar to the Nollywood images than what I shot 
in between.

So with new means and a different level of craftsmanship 
and mastery of the medium, you produce something that 
is still close to your first vision and relationship with 
photography.
A friend once pointed out to me: if you want to know what to do 
with your life, or you’re confused, think of what made you happy 
when you were a teenager and you will probably be quite close 
emotionally to an honest answer.
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Coming from a graphics background was the best thing for my 
photography: it taught me to appreciate design and to understand 
where art directors are coming from. In many ways, I still think 
of myself as a graphic designer or art director as much as a 
photographer. Some photographers working for magazines can be 
fighting the type that is placed around or on the image. I understand 
it, it is natural to me. 

I am dyslexic. My pictures make something simple out of 
something complicated perhaps because I can’t really function 
with a lot of complicated things on a page. My simplification to 
a powerful graphic form works well for the covers of magazines 
and makes for images that stand out. It is like I produce a logo of 
somebody’s face.

The most important thing is the people. It is not about 
photography for me so much as the chance to interact with people, 
study them, and get to know them a little. I record what I find on 
film. I never assume that the picture I take is a universal truth—
half of it is me, my decision to press the shutter, what I said to 
them just before I did that. It is what happened between us. It is  
a very weird job, portraiture.

Often you work under the worst circumstances. When I took  
a picture of Putin, it was shocking how difficult it was to get there. 
All that dealing with the Kremlin, getting past the security people 
and protocol, being driven to his private dacha in a forest outside 
Moscow; it was like a cold war movie. And I have to be sure I give 
Time magazine what they needed, while making sure it is a good 
picture by my standards; and you have to achieve this with the 
seven minutes you get to work with him having gone all that way. 
Now this guy takes journalists apart for breakfast, while I am not at 
all intellectual about what I do, totally intuitive. So I deal with him 

in a human way—that is all I can do. I have to be honest about my 
strengths and particularly about my weaknesses. 

You can read a picture in many ways. With the Putin picture 
half the people in Russia said I made him look too glamorous, 
while the other half said I made him look too icy cold. He’s a 
macho man, a tough guy, not fluffy or charming, but has a quiet 
charisma. We talked about the Beatles, my mum. It was human 
and we had a laugh. My picture was as much about that as about 
him as a person, because it is how I feel about him. So when  
I took him sitting in this chair, looking up at him slightly, the low 
angle came from a sense of humility, of looking at somebody 
larger than life. 

I shoot with a Hasselblad, and if I am standing over somebody it 
is intimidating for them. So I have learned to sit down on the floor 
and chat to people, and that gets people leaning forward; they stop 
feeling insecure and feel they are more in control. When they are 
more confident the magic starts to come out. And that lower angle 
also gives an interesting point of view.

At the beginning of my career, everybody was art directing me—
the art director, the editor-in-chief, and of course the subject might 
not like something. And on top of that we now have the publicists 
watching every move I make. “What lens are you using? How are 
you cropping down? We only want a smiley picture! I don’t want 
this, I don’t want that!” I learned you can’t battle with this, you 
have to win with charm, otherwise you put everybody’s back up 
and you get nothing. You try to win confidence as much as you 
can, delivering something that they are happy with but is also true 
to yourself. You have to be true to yourself at the end of the day. 
The images you give them often disappear, but the ones that are 
true to your instincts end up being the ones that resonate.

Platon
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Working with The New Yorker is humbling; it is teaching me and 
making me a better photographer. Everything I shoot I have to 
read a thirty-page essay in advance. But I like this: I am hungry to 
learn, keen to be thrown in the deep end. 

The world of celebrity photographers, who become almost bigger 
than the subjects, is a dangerous position for a photographer to 
find themselves in. That’s not me and I don’t want it. I want to 
be humble, keen to learn. Some people come to a shoot a little 
intimidated by you, and that is awful. I want to be the one that is 
intimidated. I am more observant then. It shouldn’t be about me 
and my style. I need to be lower. That’s how I like to operate. I have 
to work hard not to have people coming with preconceived ideas.

There are people I really want to shoot that I haven’t yet. George 
Bush, Junior is one. I used to want to get people at the pinnacle 
of their powers, but now I find it more interesting to get people 
on the way up or down. On the way up it is before all cameras are 
on them, and you see them in a more naive form; and on the way 
down they can be looking back with pride or remorse, which is 
interesting, and they open up. They say things to me often when 
chatting, because I am not a journalist.

It is not all about powerful people. I return to the Greek islands 
often where I am working on portraits with villagers from 
where my family came. They are old and young, farmers and 
fishermen, children. To me it is perhaps the most stimulating 
situation—you have to work even harder with these people who 
don’t care about promotion, exposure in the press and the like. 
An old lady there can be as tough as Putin. It is also a joy to 
photograph a farmer in old clothes and with mashed-up dirty 
fingernails after photographing lots of people in suits. I find 
myself craving for it. 

Van Gogh’s drawings haunt me, and I am yearning to do a little of 
that with photography. There is a tactile quality. Sometimes you 
have to be more abstract to tell the truth—tell about something 
by the sensations you communicate, more than just make a 
straightforward document. The feeling in the work can be so 
vivid and real, albeit it might not look like something in the simple 
sense. My task is not only to show what somebody looks like in my 
portraits, but to get across what it is like to meet them, touch them, 
and how they made me feel. It is emotional stuff. 



Barack Obama.
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I had a vocation. I knew my destiny by the time I was eighteen.  
I was in the navy, standing on a ship crossing the Atlantic, standing 
guard at three in the morning in a storm, and I was miserable and 
I shouted to the heavens, “I am going to be a photographer!”  
I knew that was right; I didn’t choose photography, it sort of chose 
me. When it happens to you, you know.

The subject is really my perceptive act. It sounds a bit pre-
sumptuous, but the way I look at things is the subject of my 
photographs, that is how I pursue my photographs. That is how 
I construct them and what I think of. When I am alone with  
a picture in my studio, I am thinking about my own perceptive 
act. That’s all I really care about. I don’t have a message— 
Samuel Goldwyn, the producer, said if you have a message then send  
a telegram.

There are great journalists, great content-type photographers, but 
I am interested in the kind of staying power that is predicated on 
my own perceptions.

From the very start I had urgings to move closer to the subject 
matter. I have done that throughout my whole career. It 
really became clear around about 1975 with quadrants, when  
I photographed everything at one-meter distance. Occasionally 
I will work with a macro lens, but generally I work with  
a 50 mm lens fairly close in to the subject. I can go anywhere— 
I do often just take two bodies and two fifties. 

In my earlier years, I relied more on darkroom manipulations,  
but in the last twenty years or so I kind of go straight to it. Much 
less effort in the darkroom! What I am seeing I kind of know 
how to get.

Digital is a great way of transferring information, but digital 
imaging systems are not photography, because photography has 
to do with the alchemy of light on film. Photography creates  
a new information that wasn’t there before, whereas digital 
transfers information that is in front of you. Like the telephone 
can transfer my words to your ear.

With telephones and digital cameras, there are probably more 
images made in one day than in the whole history of analog 
photography. But name one masterpiece of digital photography—
do you know one offhand? It is actually not the same medium. It 
is like the difference between cinema and video, film and digital 
photography; they are different and coexist.

I am still scuffling. I have had a little satisfaction along the way, 
but I am only as good as my next photograph. There is a creative 
process, and as it unfolds, as I observe what I am doing—well, 
I have been working for about fifty years now, and the idea of 
improving is something that gets me up in the morning. When 
something goes right, when you have an image, there’s a feeling 
you get that nothing else can provide. I will sit there alone with the 
work and study it and know that I am in territory that I could not 
have otherwise accessed.

It is the nature of the medium that you can’t rest on your laurels. 
It’s the relationship that photography has to the present tense.

I share the pictures because that is how you make a living. But the 
truth is that by the time I put something out I don’t really care 
what people think of it. Ninety-nine per cent of the cause and 
effect has been experienced in the producing of it. 

 Ralph
Gibson
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I have been a musician all my life, but in the last seven or eight 
years I have decided to really find out the relationship between 
the two. When you are creative in two fields, they are different 
parts of yourself, and you want to know how they speak to one 
another. 

When you put a picture on a wall, you make a relationship with 
photography; but when you put it in a book, you have a relationship 
to photographs. I have shows, but I am more interested in the 
intelligence of books. Books also stay around for a long time, have 
a long life, whereas shows come and go. The tactility of books  

I like. I am always trying to make a book I haven’t made before, 
but it is a bit like playing the blues, in that you have a limited 
format—they bind on the left, turn on the right, stuff like that. 
You have a strong set of rules when you make a book.

Of all the great inventions of the Industrial Revolution, 
photography was the only invention that impacted our perception 
of time. It was the biggest impact on our sense of time since 
the invention of the watch. Photography will always have that 
connection with our changed perception of time, and I will 
continue to stay fascinated by that. 

Los Angeles, 1964.
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Ron van Dongen

Growing plants and flowers has always been part of my life, as 
long as I can remember. I must have been five or six, sowing my 
first batch of some simple annual; I remember looking each day 
at the little pots for the sprouts coming up—and I still do that. 

I was interested in flora and fauna and biology in general.  
I was always somehow involved in the more visual aspects of the 
discipline, though. At college I spent more time in the greenhouse 
than writing papers. I was involved in the active processes more 
than the intellectual. I happened to take a photography class in 
college and this opened my eyes; taking photographs and printing 
pictures was something I realized I enjoyed doing. At that time my 
interests in plants and in photography were not connected at all. 

One of my professors explained how you do a body of work, 
where the first and last images of a group hold the interest. He said 
you should look in your back yard and come up with something 
that was dear to your heart, close to home. It sounds very logical. 
I wanted to be a portrait photographer at the time, all the big 
lighting and the rest, but I wasn’t that good at it. So I took his 
advice and literally went into my back yard. I started to find my 
subject matter, my “models” were right there, right at home. It 
opened the opportunities that have shaped my work since.

Choosing the color of the backdrops, in correspondence with 
one of the colors in the plant—this is a key. The way I do that is 

that I follow the development of the plant closely. Most of the 
plants I shoot are from my own garden, and I see the changing 
colors of the leaves or the blooms; and when I feel the time is 
right to photograph them, I will cut a plant, or bring it into the 
studio in a pot, and I will choose one of the colors in the plant.  
I will go to the store and get that color and then paint a backdrop 
on plywood. 

I will only use natural light when I photograph—that is very 
important. I have a set of north-facing windows and a set of east-
facing windows. I can put a table in between them so that the 
light falls at around forty-five degrees from both sides, and I can 
easily manipulate this light depending on the weather and what  
I want. If I want no reflection, I will make it very low and even; 
for a bit more drama, I will allow more. The unpredictability of the 
natural light is a thing I respond to as one of the beautiful things 
in photography. I could resort to studio lighting, but I don’t feel 
I get the quality.

Spring flowers tend to have the briefest life. With tulips I really 
have to be prepared: I will bring one in and know that within 
five minutes of bringing it into a warmer temperature it will open 
up. The petals will grow during the exposure. The tulips can 
visibly move in front of your eyes, unfold while you are taking 
the photograph.

Ron van  
Dongen
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Arisaema angustatum from Bloom, 2006. 
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I’ve been passionate about photography for most of my life, 
although I originally trained as a printer. I responded to and 
thought about photography from the age of eight, when I first 
picked up a Box Brownie. As a child, I spent many hours looking 
at pictures in publications such as Life magazine. Legends like 
Eugene Smith were my heroes. So when Life published my own 
pictures many years later, it was like a dream come true. 

In the 1970s, I produced documentary photographs in South 
Africa, which led to me leaving that country and having them 
published and exhibited. For many years after that I did not work 
as a photographer, and ran a photo lab and special-effects studio in 
London which serviced photographers and ad agencies. I did not 
return to South Africa until apartheid was abolished. 

In 1993, I went on a safari holiday in South Africa and, on a whim, 
took a number of photographs of wildlife. I realized then that 
there is a lot to be learned from the natural world. We become 
immersed in our city lives, and the wildlife photography was a 
way of appreciating the diversity of life, encouraging me to adopt 
a less insular approach to my own personal world. It also opened 
my eyes to environmental issues. I hope that the pictures engender 
a similar effect in viewers. 

My animal work started in the heyday of stock photography, 
before the Internet transformed the industry. The images were 
marketed to selected buyers at a time when demand exceeded 
supply, so they were very lucrative. This gave me the confidence to 
move into speculative photography full time, after which I started 
writing and photographing my own books.

Irving Penn took exquisite photographs of cigarette ends and 
Edward Weston photographed peppers with passion, proving that 

in the right hands almost any type of subject can be photographed 
excellently. With my own work the content changes continually. 
My first book was about apes. My second, Untamed, was about 
wildlife on all the world’s continents. For a while I became 
passionate about elephants, and produced two books about them. 
I wanted to photograph elephants in every way I could, including 
underwater, and so understand them in as much depth as possible. 
More recently, my book Living Africa was about the common 
thread of life permeating through all those inhabitants living in 
Africa, and included gold miners, remote tribes, and wildlife. It 
was a turning point for me, enabling me to photograph people 
with confidence once again. Trading Places, a more recent book, 
is an in-depth study of subsistence shopkeepers, people living in 
the slums of Nairobi. In this book, I have experimented with 
multiple viewpoints in a couple of images, enabling the viewer to 
move through time and space as the eye scans the picture.

Numerous photographers have had an accumulated influence, 
including Richard Avedon, Ansel Adams, Irving Penn, Diane 
Arbus, Don McCullin, and Henri Cartier-Bresson. I am as 
fascinated by the psychological makeup that drove their image-
making as I am by their printmaking techniques.

When people look at pictures, they may sometimes know little 
about the circumstances that led to the creation of the pictures. 
The most challenging pictures for me are the ones that require 
much planning and effort, such as the elephant underwater.  
I travelled to India three times for those images, and worked at 
it relentlessly. I was working on the final images for my book 
Elephant! and was determined to get a unique view of an elephant 
swimming over me. There were many logistical problems, but  
I was satisfied with the results in the end. When I photographed 
a shark breaching the waves in its hunt for seals, I had to go out 
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in a small boat for sixteen days, scanning the ocean. When the 
shark finally leapt into the air, the entire sequence lasted less than 
a second. 

For Living Africa, I took portraits of migrant gold miners 
working three kilometers underground in dark, cramped tunnels 
in South Africa. The heat and humidity were so unbearable that 
the lens dripped with condensation. On another occasion, I spent 
two days photographing fishermen casting their nets from their 
boats in Mali before getting a picture I was satisfied with. 

These are the types of challenges which are most rewarding. 
There have also been times when a great deal of effort has gone 
into taking photographs and the results have been failures. The 
combination of hard work and pleasing images brings the most 
creative rewards.

Sometimes there are lucky moments that are handed to me as a 
gift. For the viewer, such images may be equally strong, but for 
me they are lesser images. This could be why photographers are 
not always the best editors, because they see their own work 

Indian Elephant Swimming Underwater, Seen from Below, India.



differently. They are too close to their own images, and know  
too much.

In getting my pictures, human beings have been more difficult 
to deal with than the wildlife. Negotiating my way out of sticky 
situations is always stressful. I was charged by a rhinoceros in 
India. It swerved, missing me by inches. On another occasion I 
was in a small boat in Kenya’s Lake Turkana, which is renowned 
for its large crocodiles. The boat took on too much water in 
the wind and choppy waves, miles from the shore. We only just 

managed to avoid sinking after throwing containers filled with fuel 
and other heavy items overboard. I clung onto a month’s worth of 
exposed images and my camera. 

Generally, I try to take as many precautions as possible. The 
element of risk may be calculated, but it is always there. In wild 
places it is essential to respect the animals’ habitat, and be mindful 
of the fact that the photographer is an intruder. Prior research into 
the animals’ behavior will help photographers to know how to 
behave and so minimize risk. Physical discomfort is often present. 

Charging Indian Rhino, Kaziranga, Assam, India.
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I can’t get used to temperatures as cold as fifty below, or the fact 
that hungry biting insects always gravitate towards me. But then 
the pictures outlast any discomfort, so it is always worth the effort. 

My work is environmental in its goals. My large outdoor Spirit 
of the Wild exhibitions have been seen by millions of people 
in several city centers, and I feel deeply privileged to have had 
the opportunity to show my work to so many. The Copenhagen 
exhibition alone had an official visitor count of 1.4 million. The 
public responded well to the exhibition which raised awareness 

of environmental issues such as habitat encroachment, global 
warming, and the endangered status of many animals. 

The process of photographing is partly instinctive, subconsciously 
driven. I have photographed gold miners toiling in harsh conditions, 
remote African tribes clinging onto their cultural identities, and people 
trying to survive in city slums. I am deeply concerned by what I see and 
hope that shows in the pictures. I also deliberately go for eye contact 
and anthropomorphism when photographing animals, because when 
we see ourselves in others, we are less likely to abuse them. 

Karo Tribesmen Dancing, Wearing White Chalk Body Paint, Omo Delta, Ethiopia.
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I have always been uncomfortable with the phrase “taking 
pictures.” I think it’s all wrong. Mostly I think there is an 
understanding that takes place during a portrait session between 
the photographer and the subject. For us both it’s more about an 
exchange, giving rather than taking. My portraits are the result of 
conversation.

The human face signals our emotions, suggests our cultural 
background. It is the naked part that we present to the world; our 
faces speak realms about our identity. Our faces anchor us to our 
histories, our stories, and the stories of our ancestors. Our faces 
change with time and our faces absorb the passage of time. We tell 
our stories through our faces: how we present ourselves, how we 
use this personal canvas to convey not only our emotions, but also 
histories and identities.

When taking a portrait I rarely look into the ground glass of my 
camera except to momentarily check composition. I engage my 
sitters—we speak for far more time than I photograph. At certain 
points in our conversation I will photograph. It must be instinctual 
by now, but also I hope it creates spontaneity. Most of my frames 
are made looking at, and interacting with, my sitters.

Portraits are unusual situations as people are not usually 
experienced in having strangers get this close. I tend to work close. 
But I think I’m open in conversation with people, which is where 
we meet each other, and by the time we start the portrait session 
they are open to it. It’s rare for anyone to recoil or deny access.

I can only count three or four situations—in nearly thirty years of 
photography—where people reacted badly to me being so close 
to them. There is a reason I like to work in this space. It is very 
intimate. Sometimes, the subject is amused, which may be a foil. 

It’s the space where usually we only allow loved ones. It’s a place 
to respect.

I have received requests not to reproduce certain images for all 
sorts of different reasons. What we see when we look at our 
reflection in a mirror, and when we look at a photograph, are often 
two very different images.

I once photographed the French philosopher Hélène Cixous. She 
was so worried about the results, which I sent to her, that she 
wrote to me and said that to reproduce these images was to her 
tantamount to rape. I still have the letter. It seems to me that if 
you have any sense of social responsibility in a case like this, then 
you withdraw the session—and this is what I did.

I don’t ever approach a sitting to put anybody in a good or a 
bad light. Even the sessions I have made with despots and mass 
murderers, I wouldn’t seek to portray them in a bad light. It seems 
cheap and too easy to do. I don’t really feel that the portrait sitting 
is about subjecting any one of my subjects to a bad experience. It 
is a shared experience.

I’m not sure that trying to describe a “true face” gets us anywhere; 
there isn’t such a thing. We present many faces to people every 
day. The most a portrait photographer can hope for is to make a 
portrait that reflects where the sitter is with the photographer, what 
knowledge they have shared, what the photographer has seen.

Steve
Pyke
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Left top: Jack, 31 January 1989. Left above: Jack, 30 May 2005.
Right top: Duncan, 15 June 1998. Right above: Duncan, 1 February 2003.



Tim Flach

Taking a picture was initially an almost voyeuristic thing. At the 
beginning I was not given the opportunity to do big projects, but 
I would be commissioned to go and photograph somebody or 
something. These jobs could be as diverse and everyday as recording 
a factory pickling gherkins, or shooting a portrait of a designer of 
a new bike—but it allowed me to go into different worlds, expose 
myself to different things. Then I started to see how photography 
was a way of creating a doorway for somebody else to find other 
things. You can have signs in the image that have a potential to take 
people somewhere else. You may not understand everything that is 
there, but you can have a sense for it. So I might have an image of 
a neck of a horse: at one level it is a horse, in another way people 
might see it more as a mountain, but having heard people discussing 
it, I see they can find other associations. Photographs have this 
potential for layering, many interpretations, ambiguity, which makes 
photography very special. But still it has this ultimate strength, in 
that something existed at some point in front of the lens; if that 
ingredient is maintained, respected, then you have the potential for 
people to find a lot of connections out of that original moment that 
you may never have anticipated, that you could never anticipate.

A painting has texture, an artist constructs something. A photo-
graph is this and yet also something different. A photographer sees 
something—you do not simply create and you do not just look. 
You observe things like a fine artist and you make something too, 
but you do it in a real space and clearly share your journey with the 
viewer. You are both moving around, looking into a real space that 
existed, that the viewer understands you to have photographed.

How you see the observer of the image is so important. Where 
this person is, where the image is: it’s almost everything. I consider 
who is seeing the picture, and if it is being delivered on a website, 
in an exhibition, in a book or other print. I have done images for 

stamps, which obviously have a very special frame of reference, not 
to mention being small in size. I have to think: “Will there be the 
means to support the image with other information? Will the viewer 
be affected by other things?” It is important to consider what is 
possible, within the image and around the image. Understanding 
how it will be perceived is important. I am not a photographer who 
just does an image and thinks, “That is it. Now the viewer can make 
of it what they will.” You can take a lucky picture—it can work—
but it is better if you take a true interest in how the communication 
works, how the photograph will transform somebody’s experience, 
how meaning will be achieved. 

You always need some kind of framework to start, but also you 
need to be open to what you observe. Often the most interesting 
things are the surprise obstructions that you encounter on 
your presumed journey. But without the plan, you do not have 
the framework that gets you inquiring in the first place, or 
creates the situations where interesting things can happen. The 
photographer’s surprises become surprises for the viewer, too. 
You set out to do one thing but are open to changing direction 
as you see opportunities. When I brought these fruit bats into 
the studio, I had an idea to fly them around and then retouch 
them against a night sky. This was not a great idea, particularly as 
fruit bats are not that wonderful at flying by bat standards. Then 
I noticed the bats seemed to be almost chatting away together in 
the corner of the studio where they were hanging. So I opened 
out to the potential of that, saw something new in the idea of their 
personalities and the relationship between them rather than the 
flying, and asked the handlers to bring them back for another day 
where I could approach it with the fresh objectives. 

I am often reminded of the Bill Brandt quote, where he said that 
photographers must see more intensely and reveal a sense of 

Tim
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wonderment. (“It is part of the photographer’s job to see more 
intensely than most people do. He must have and keep in him 
something of the receptiveness of the child who looks at the world 
for the first time or of the traveler who enters a strange country.”)
This is the idea of really seeing, not just looking. If your reasoning 
mind distracts you from seeing then you are the poorer: less likely 
to reveal something that you find intriguing, that resonates. 

There is a sense of wonderment about the complexity of nature, 
and I am often reminded and excited by that with the subject 
matter I approach. I am in awe of nature, but while my subject 

may be animal, at the same time I am exploring things to do with 
what it is to be human. 

Respect is due in a big way to the influence of philosophers like 
Roland Barthes and Vilém Flusser upon photographic practice 
today, my work included. Barthes has had an extraordinary 
influence on the generation working now, whether they are 
conscious of it directly or not. Our idea of the role of the image 
in our society, the concept of what an image is, owes a lot to 
philosophers at least as much as image-makers. It feeds back into 
the image-making.

Monkey Bat (Egyptian Fruit Bat).



Horse Mountain (Hassan, Arabian) from Equus, 2008.
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There is a major “democratization of photography,” as Susan 
Sontag said. Photography today is a more exciting medium to 
participate in—there are richer experiences to draw from potential 
viewers of the work; the technology makes it even more of a 
medium that people can see and create, can participate in, than it 

was say twenty years ago. This influences me in how I think about 
how people view the image. I am aware that the viewer may have 
already seen a subject intensely, and that others have covered it. 
Part of my challenge is to defamiliarize the subject. I need to make 
us see the world as a little strange again, with fresh eyes and new 



Windows Chestnut (JJ Ballarina, Arabian) from Equus, 2008.
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insight. Perhaps I do animals as I do because I see so many people 
shooting wildlife images, going about documentary work with the 
subject. I am more interested in how we, humans, are involved 
in this subject: how we are anthropocentric, inevitably putting 
ourselves at the centre of any understanding of animals. We also 

respond to them by imposing our behaviors on theirs, see them as 
we see ourselves. We anthropomorphize the animal.



As a child I loved picture books and at school I looked at fashion 
magazines a lot—they were comics of photography for me. 
Fashion photography seemed the only photography that allows you 
to express fantasy, romance, dreams, and escapism. You think 
of photography as being a tool to tell the truth, but in fashion 
photography there is a different kind of honesty. 

You have to be brave to admit your sense of beauty, which is  
a revelation of your character. You reveal your innermost desires 
as a fashion photographer, the world you would like to exist in. 
This can sometimes be awkward, silly, and embarrassing. It is a 
love letter to beauty. It can seem trite and silly on the surface.  
I had a huge problem with fashion photography when I started, 
although as a bit of dreamer it was a natural thing for me to go 
into. But I felt fashion was something the world could really do 
without, a very unnatural surface thing. 

Then I was watching David Attenborough doing a program 
about the bird of paradise and about the bowerbird—the 
amazing courtship rituals these birds have, and how the male 
and female display to each other. Suddenly I could see fashion 
as a totally naturally and vital instinct. It is about how we want 
to see ourselves. It connects to our dreams and our needs. This 
made fashion more valid to me and justified it. And there was a 
photography teacher who said to me, when I was grumbling about 
how we fixate on fashion when so many people were dying and 
other bad news, that it was very important because it gave people 
hope. Beauty is a necessary aspect to human life, to balance the 
other things.

I studied photography for three years then assisted in London. 
Then I assisted Richard Avedon in New York for a year in the 
early nineties. I had sent a badgering letter and it happened that 
his studio needed a number four assistant. I got the job, and it 
was like going into the army for fashion photography. There 
was a hierarchical, old-fashioned way of working, and I learned a 
lot on everything from Pirelli calendars to fashion campaigns to 
portraits for The New Yorker. I saw the psyche behind him taking 
a picture—which is what I base a lot on, particularly how not to 
behave to people. He thrived on tension, whereas I set out to 
create an easy, warm environment. You could cut the atmosphere 
with a knife when he was shooting, but for my pictures, dramatic 
and with humor, I think this can’t happen if people are tense. He 
said he was intimidated by fashion, but I think he was slightly at 
war with it—he loved the drama of working with a famous model 
in an uncomfortable dress and high heels, against the white scoop. 
It creates a tension he did nothing to soften, but heightened. I 
can see why he did it as this was an ingredient to get the picture 
he wanted. 

When you work commercially you can be pushed into situations 
where you do things that aren’t quite right, but you do it that 
way because somebody is paying you money for that. It is very 
uncomfortable. So I largely don’t try to make a real statement with 
the commercial work, it is a very watered-down version of what I 
can do editorially. Having an art director change this and change 
that and then you end up with something far removed from what 
is in your heart, you learn to give up and just interpret what the 
client wants. I tend to only put all my heart and soul into the 
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Lily and Spiral Staircase, Whadwhan, Gujarat, India, 2005.



editorial work and I only work with magazines where they will let 
me express myself 100 per cent. If you don’t compromise it will 
make a better picture.

I work with British and Italian Vogue a lot. They both let me 
do what I do. And sometimes I work with American Vogue, 
but it is more commercial. Italian Vogue gets the best out of 
photographers by giving them absolute freedom, and having a 
roster that won’t abuse that. And British Vogue is the same with 
me now, too. 

Every idea I shoot for Vogue, I take to them. We then apply 
fashion to the idea. It’s interesting how you find your feeling for, 
say, a 1940s Spitfire, with a graphic quality that appeals but you 
can’t put your finger on, links through to the new collections 
where designers are looking back to the double-breasted forties 
look. It all starts to marry together. And then somebody tells you 
about a story of a magical airplane that could fly through people’s 
houses, not affected by boundaries like walls, and I think: “That 
would be great, maybe we could construct that out of cardboard 
and polystyrene!” The seed of the idea is born and it builds up 
in the imagination and you spend every hour of the day thinking 
about how you can create it and also how you can keep the magic 
of that first mood, how it was when you first had the idea. You 
don’t want it to become heavy, overly technical. 

For me, everything tends to be in camera. It has to be because you 
are working with people who react to the dreamscape you want to 
create. It wouldn’t have the magic if you couldn’t see it through 
the camera—you need the physicality of something there, and 
then tricks of smoke and lighting and gaffer tape; you construct a 
wobbly set that flashes up the magic for a moment. With a stills 
camera you can get away with a lot because you just need for it to 
happen from one angle for a moment.

I have a very tight group of people I tend to work with. There are 
stylists that really understand how to edit the clothes to be both 

relevant to the fashion and to the set we are designing. The set 
designers I perhaps connect with the most, and I try and work with 
the same hair and makeup also. It is very much a team effort. It is 
a directing challenge, but I know they all know what to do well in 
their areas and are well able to interpret what I am trying to say.

Photography is a bit like cooking: you take ingredients out of the 
cupboard and mix them up—old pictures, characters, colors, 
landscapes, to create something that is in your imagination that 
surprises you. It is all quite natural really how this happens. 

My scrapbooks are a store cupboard, a larder, of ideas. Each year 
I probably create one new scrapbook, playing with the motifs of 
that period, although sometimes I delve further back. It has about 
100 pages, with lots of things stuck in from all kinds of sources—
Polaroids, mistakes, things torn out of places, things jotted down.  
It all goes in a big box and every few months I find time to stick 
them in. They are strange things that you couldn’t put in a frame, 
or on your pin board, touchy things you can’t bear to get rid of so 
they go in the scrapbook. I get a sense during the preparation of a 
shoot of how much I need—and if there is the sense something 
is missing I might go to the scrapbook and find things. It is a 
working method that has evolved over time, built out of things  
I didn’t know what to do with. Back when I was assisting at 
Avedon I was intensely homesick, aged about twenty-three, and 
the scrapbooks kept me connected, helped my sense of identity of 
who I was and where I was from.

There is a danger of being pigeonholed and then you don’t get 
challenged. I would love to do more portraits and documentary.  
I did that at the Remembrance parade last November, just went 
down with a camera documenting the extraordinary people walking 
past. I would love to do more like that. 

The images are real in their own terms; that is what they are. As 
a fashion photographer, you are a documentary photographer 
within a fantasy land.

132 Tim Walker



133Tim Walker

Karen Elson, “Dolly,” Fitzrovia, London, 2008. For British Vogue. 



Victor Schrager

I have been seduced by photography since I made my first 
prints in sixth grade. I printed negatives my father sent me from 
his travels around the world—the South American jungle, the 
Kremlin, Africa. My experience being director of Light Gallery 
in New York from 1975–78, working intimately with many of 
the most significant photographers—from Paul Strand, Kertész, 
Callahan, Siskind, Sommer, to Friedlander, Winogrand, Emmet 
Gowin, to Jan Groover, Stephen Shore, Robert Heinecken and 
Nick Nixon—certainly established a sense of the inexhaustible 
possibilities of the medium.

My recent work is concerned with the essence of visual things, 
rather than the complexity of cultural and historical references. I 
am still committed to the view-camera and its plastic intimacy with 
the subjects in front of it. The transition from large-format film to 
large-file digital has not changed this.

Almost everything I do stems from the idea of still life. The gestalt 
of walking around hoping to bump into interesting subjects has 
never held much fascination for me. In essence, I feel that my 
practice is similar to entering an empty room with a musical 
instrument in it. If things work out, something special can happen. 
There can also be nothing. It is important for me to be in the same 
space with what I am photographing. The notion of correction is 
very central to how I work: making a picture, responding or not, 
correcting; trying to stop at the right point.

My past several bodies of work (Composition as Explanation, 
The White Room, Life Against Death) have had color—where 
it comes from and how it is represented—as one of their subjects. 
In earlier work (Bird Hand Book, Botany), monochrome prints 
kept my intentions about naming, variation, and nature versus 
culture more apparent and avoided the misreading of “nature 

photography.” Color seems to make a lattice of connectedness 
around the image; black and white is more about a compression 
and equalizing.

I generally enjoy commercial commissions. It is nice having 
subjects placed in front of me that I would not normally come up 
with myself. There is always visual investigation going on—I am 
often incubating more personal ideas for work, and field-testing 
them without anybody knowing. Mastering the requirements of 
technique on commercial projects has made me very efficient as 
an artist.

Influences—I tend to be intrigued by individual images from all 
kinds of sources, high and low, rather than whole bodies of work 
by individuals. Among those who have been important for me are: 
Frederick Sommer, Josef Sudek, Piet Zwart, Jan Tschichold, Irving 
Penn, Charles Jones, James Nasmyth, Jaromír Funke. Also Philip 
Guston, Giorgio Morandi, Stuart Davis, Gertrude Stein.

Some pictures are more seductive, more easily responded to than 
others. But the difficult, primitive, often unsuccessful, pictures 
have a special value as well. 

Apropos of the Composition as Explanation photographs, 
the books are as necessary and irrelevant as Morandi’s pitchers, 
Stieglitz’s clouds, Cézanne’s fruit, Weston’s peppers, or Penn’s 
frozen food. The real purpose in making these pictures is addressing 
the box of space that sits in front of me, and seeing if it is once 
again possible to pull a compelling picture out of it; again and again, 
until the activity transcends the environment in which it takes place. 
Everything is surrendered to the visual. Elements are placed where 
they are most urgently needed. There is a horizon. There is gravity. 
Shadows are tangible. There is no one else in the room. 

Victor
Schrager

134



Victor Schrager 135

Untitled #49 from Composition as Explanation, 2004. 



The Photographers

Adam Broomberg & Oliver Chanarin
Adam Broomberg, born in 1970 in South Africa, and 
Oliver Chanarin, born in 1971 in England, came to 
prominence in the late 1990s as joint editors and 
chief photographers of Colors, the magazine backed 
by Benetton and directed by Oliviero Toscani. They 
have continued to work together, creating a series 
of books and with numerous exhibitions, including 
at the National Portrait Gallery, London, and the 
Johannesburg Art Gallery.
www.choppedliver.info

Adam Fuss
Born in 1961 in London, Fuss lives and works 
in New York City. A fine artist working within 
the photographic medium, he has continually 
experimented and pushed the boundaries. He was 
awarded the International Center of Photography’s 
Infinity Award for Art in 2000, and has been the 
subject of solo exhibitions around the world. His 
prints have reached record prices for photographic 
works at auction and are held by many major public 
collections.
www.cheimread.com

Albert Watson
Born in 1942 in Edinburgh, Scotland, Watson 
attended Duncan of Jordanstone College of Art 
and Design, Dundee, and the Royal College of 
Art, London. He moved to the USA in the early 
1970s and developed a diverse portfolio across 
fashion, music, celebrity, still life and more, working 
in editorial and advertising. He has also directed 
more than 500 commercials. His acclaimed books 
Cyclops and Maroc are being followed by a volume 
dedicated to Las Vegas.
www.albertwatson.com

Ami Vitale
Born in 1971, Vitale is a multi-award-winning 
American photojournalist who works independently 
of any agency. Currently based out of New Delhi, 
India, she has traveled widely in Africa and Europe as 
well as North America. She was honored as Magazine 

Photographer of the Year by the National Press 
Photographers Association and is a recipient of the 
Magnum grant in honor of Inge Morath. Her work has 
appeared in many of the world’s leading newspapers.
www.amivitale.com

Arno Rafael Minkkinen
Born in 1945 in Helsinki, Finland, Minkkinen grew 
up in the United States and lives and teaches in 
Massachusetts. He studied English literature and 
then photography, after working in advertising. He 
studied under Harry Callahan and Aaron Siskind at 
Rhode Island School of Design. He has taught and 
exhibited around the world, and his prints are in 
many major collections. 
www.arno-rafael-minkkinen.com 

Art Wolfe
Born in 1951 in Seattle, where he still lives, 
Wolfe is a fine arts major from the University of 
Washington. He has spent thirty years traveling 
the world as one of the pre-eminent nature and 
wildlife photographers and filmmakers. His award-
winning television series, Art Wolfe’s Travels to 
the Edge, shared his love of nature and wildlife 
with an international audience. Among honors, he is 
the recipient of the first-ever Rachel Carson Award 
from the National Audubon Society.
www.artwolfe.com

Chuck Close
Born in 1940 in Monroe, Washington, Close 
made his name with giant photo-realist portrait 
paintings. He developed a technique of creating 
them by painstakingly painting a grid of elements 
extracted from an original photograph. His works 
range across media, including extensive explorations 
in photography, as a working tool for translation 
to canvas, and, in their own right, notably with 
daguerreotypes. He has had numerous major solo 
exhibitions worldwide. He lives in New York and is 
represented by Pace and Pace/MacGill.
www.pacegallery.com 

David Doubilet
Born in 1946 in New York City, Doubilet started 
shooting underwater at the age of twelve and has since 
advanced both dive photography and understanding of 
marine life with more than sixty stories for National 
Geographic, often working as photographer and 
author. He is a member of the International Scuba 
Diving Hall of Fame and the Royal Photographic 
Society, has published seven books, and lives in 
upstate New York and South Africa.
www.daviddoubilet.com

David Goldblatt
Born in 1930 in Randfontein, near Johannesburg, 
South Africa, Goldblatt took up photography full 
time in 1962 and has produced a series of books 
and exhibitions documenting life pre and post 
apartheid. Among numerous honors, he was given 
a one-person show at the Museum of Modern Art, 
New York, in 1998 and is the 2006 winner of the 
Hasselblad Foundation International Award in 
Photography. He lives and works in Johannesburg.
www.davidgoldblatt.com

Duane Michals
Born in 1932, Michals initially studied to be a 
graphic designer but was struck by photography 
when on a trip to the USSR. Before moving into 
fine art he worked as a commercial photographer, 
in editorial and advertising, and was notable for not 
having a studio while shooting some of the major 
commissions. His personal work has continually 
pushed boundaries with sequencing, writing on 
images, and other challenges to format.
www.pacemacgill.com

Edward Burtynsky
Born in 1955 in St Catharines, Ontario, Burtynsky 
is a Canadian of Ukrainian descent. He attributes 
in part his long-standing photographic exploration 
of the intricate connection between industry and 
nature to growing up near a General Motors plant. 
After studying photography and design, Burtynsky 
has built a global reputation for his work, with prints 
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in major public collections and prestigious galleries 
representing him worldwide. Among honors, he won 
the TED Prize and has several honorary degrees.
www.edwardburtynsky.com

Elliott Erwitt
Born in 1928 in France to Russian émigré parents, 
Erwitt emigrated to the United States in 1939. He 
started work in a darkroom while at high school, 
and did commissions even while in military service 
after the war. In the early 1950s, Erwitt met up with 
Edward Steichen and Robert Capa in New York, and 
was later invited to join the Magnum agency. Three 
times president of the photographers’ cooperative, 
he made many films for television, and his work 
spans numerous books and exhibitions and multiple 
honors. Erwitt continues to work on personal and 
commissioned projects. He likes children and dogs.
www.elliotterwitt.com

Ernesto Bazan
Born in 1959 in Palermo, Sicily, Bazan now lives 
and works from Veracruz, Mexico. He was one 
of the youngest members of Magnum, but left to 
form a new agency. He has since become entirely 
independent. From 1992–2006 he lived in Cuba, 
gaining unprecedented access to the public and 
private life of the country. He leads workshops and 
publishes books, the latest being BazanCuba.
www.bazanphotos.com 

Erwin Olaf
Born in 1959 in Hilversum, the Netherlands, Olaf 
works from a studio in a former church hall in 
Amsterdam. His personal and advertising work 
has won exhibitions and honors worldwide. He 
is known for bringing a dark humor and surreal 
qualities to his projects, which display a mastery of 
subtle manipulation. He emerged on the art stage by 
winning the Young European Photographer award 
in 1988 with his Chessmen project. Clients have 
included Levi’s, Sony, Diesel, Microsoft, Nokia and 
the New York Times. He also works in film. 
www.erwinolaf.com

Fazal Sheikh
Born in 1965 in New York City, Sheikh graduated from 
Princeton in 1987 and has since worked with displaced 
communities around the world focusing on raising 
awareness of human-rights issues. He has won support 
from major organizations, including being named a 
MacArthur Fellow in 2005, and being awarded the 
International Henri Cartier-Bresson Grand Prize. 
www.fazalsheikh.org

Fulvio Bonavia
Born in 1971 in Rome, Italy, Bonavia worked as a 
graphic designer and illustrator for different brands, 
becoming noted for his work on film posters. As 
a digital artist manipulating images, he collaborated 
with advertising photographers, before transferring 
his skills to making his own photographs. Bonavia 
rapidly won numerous awards—ten different 
campaigns appearing in one edition of the Italian 
Art Directors Club annual; other honors include 
Epica, Communication Arts, International Award of 
Photography, PDN, Prix de la Photographie Paris 
and International Color Award. His publications 
include A Matter of Taste.
www.fulviobonavia.com

Graham Nash
Born in 1942 in Blackpool, England, Nash made 
his name as a singer-songwriter with the Hollies, 
and then the “supergroup” Crosby, Stills, Nash 
& Young. He still performs headline concerts 
and tours as Crosby, Stills & Nash, while having 
also established himself as a major photographic 
collector and then innovator in print and image, 
notably through the digital prints of Nash Editions. 
He has held solo exhibitions and published his work 
in the book Eye to Eye.
www.grahamnash.com

Guido Mocafico
Born in 1962 in Switzerland, Mocafico is a 
specialist in still life. He has worked for many major 
magazines such as Numéro, Paris Vogue, Big, 
The Face, Self Service and Wallpaper. He has 
also undertaken advertising for Gucci, Yves Saint 
Laurent, Clinique, Shiseido, and Hermès, among 
others. He has increasingly moved into fine art 
prints and books, to which he devotes most of his 
time. He lives in Paris.
www.guidomocafico.com

Howard Schatz
An ophthalmologist and retina specialist, Schatz 
took a sabbatical to focus on his passion for 
photography—and never went back. He moved 
from California to New York and set up a studio 
from which a stream of books has emerged, along 
with numerous commissions for major editorial and 
advertising clients. He has won multiple awards in 
both creative and editorial competitions, while his 
fine art prints are held in many collections.
www.howardschatz.com

James Mollison
Born in 1973 in Kenya, Mollison studied art and 
design at Oxford Brookes and later film and 
photography at Newport School of Art and Design, 
before moving to Italy to work at Benetton’s 
creative lab, Fabrica. Now independent and based 
in Venice, Italy, his work has been widely exhibited 
and published throughout the world, including 
by Colors, the New York Times Magazine, the 
Guardian magazine, the Paris Review, The New 
Yorker, and Le Monde. Books include The Memory 
of Pablo Escobar (2007), James and Other Apes, 
and The Disciples. Mollison is represented by 
Hasted Hunt, New York.
www.jamesmollison.com

Jill Greenberg
Born in 1967 in Quebec, Canada, Greenberg grew 
up in Detroit, studied at Rhode Island School of 
Design, and is now based in Los Angeles. Her work 
has been in numerous leading titles, including on 
the covers of Time and Newsweek, and she has 
worked for major brands such as Coca-Cola, Pepsi, 
Microsoft, and Sony. Her prints are increasingly 
collected and her work has featured in solo and 
group shows worldwide.
www.jillgreenberg.com

Joel Meyerowitz
Born in 1938 in New York City, Meyerowitz 
worked briefly in advertising before becoming a 
photographer. He is seen as a pioneer of both street 
and color photography. Among the honors he has 
received are a Guggenheim Fellowship and an award 
from the National Endowment for the Arts. His 
work has appeared in over 350 exhibitions around 
the world.
www.joelmeyerowitz.com 

Joyce Tenneson
Born in 1945 in Boston, Massachusetts, Tenneson 
grew up in the grounds of a convent where her 
parents worked. Her photography has continually 
touched on spiritual concerns and identity. 
She has been described by American Photo 
magazine as “one of the ten most influential 
woman photographers” of all time, and her work 
has appeared on many major magazine covers and 
in a series of books, as well as in more than 150 
exhibitions worldwide. 
www.tenneson.com

Jürgen Schadeberg
Born in Berlin in 1931, in his teens Schadeberg 
worked for a press agency in Hamburg. In 1950 
he emigrated to South Africa and became chief 
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photographer, picture editor and art director 
on Drum magazine, while also freelancing for 
magazines in Europe and the USA. He left South 
Africa in 1964 but, after teaching and traveling 
widely, returned to the country in 1985 where he 
continued to document the end of apartheid and the 
beginnings of the post-apartheid era. His work has 
been widely exhibited and collected in several books. 
He now lives in France.
www.jurgenschadeberg.com

Lauren Greenfield
Born in 1966 in Los Angeles, Greenfield has become 
one of the pre-eminent observers of American youth 
culture through a series of projects that has produced 
books, exhibitions and films. She is a member of the 
agency VII, and her work is seen in major media 
around the world. She is a winner of photographic 
honors including an ICP Infinity Award and a 
Hasselblad Award, while her documentaries have 
won awards at numerous film festivals. She lives in 
Venice, California.
www.laurengreenfield.com

Loretta Lux
Born in 1966 in Dresden, East Germany, from 
1990–96 Lux studied painting at the Akademie der 
Bildenden Künste, Munich. Her work attracted 
wide acclaim after her debut exhibition in 2004 at 
the Yossi Milo Gallery, New York, and she has had 
seven solo exhibitions since. In 2005, she received 
the ICP Infinity Award for Art. Her work is in more 
than thirty major public collections worldwide.
www.lorettalux.de

Mark Seliger
Born in Amarillo, Texas, Seliger’s strength in 
portraiture was cemented by the position of staff 
photographer at Rolling Stone magazine from 
1992–2002. Besides music, a passion which he 
also manifests through leading his own band Rusty 
Truck, Seliger has become a sought-after celebrity 
and fashion photographer, and has a contract with 
Condé Nast. He also shoots advertising and personal 
projects and has produced five books. In 2006 he 
co-founded 401 Projects, a non-profit exhibition 
space for photography. 
www.markseliger.com

Mary Ellen Mark
Born in 1940 in Philadelphia, Mark studied painting, 
art history and photojournalism. Her work often 
focuses on people at the margins, ranging from 
prostitutes in India to street kids in Seattle, and she 
has at times combined her photographic projects 
with documentary films created with husband 

Martin Bell. Mark has also shot stills alongside 
movie productions, from Fellini’s Satyricon to Baz 
Luhrmann’s Australia, and has taken advertising 
commissions ranging from Barnes & Noble to 
Patek Philippe. Honors include the ICP Cornell 
Capa Award and the World Press award for an 
outstanding body of work.
www.maryellenmark.com

Massimo Vitali 
Born in 1944 in Como, Italy, Vitali studied at 
the London College of Printing and worked as a 
photojournalist and then cinematographer for many 
years. In the 1990s, his career entered a new phase 
as a fine art photographer when he concentrated 
his work in 8x10 format and began photographing 
beaches from unique vantage points with a 
consistent printing style. While also covering some 
other public gatherings, beaches have remained the 
principle focus of his work. His prints are in many 
major public and private collections. He lives and 
works in Lucca and Berlin.
www.massimovitali.com

Michael Kenna
Born in 1953 in Widnes, Lancashire, England, 
Kenna studied for the priesthood before leaving 
to study art and then photography. Moving to 
San Francisco in the 1980s he worked as a printer 
to Ruth Bernhard. Kenna has since produced a 
series of books and fine art prints which have been 
acquired by numerous public collections. He is 
based in Seattle, Washington.
www.michaelkenna.net

Michael Light
Born in 1963 in Florida, Light studied at Amherst 
College and San Francisco Art Institute, graduating 
in 1993, the same year as his first book, Ranch, was 
published. For the past decade he has focused on 
a series of projects creating limited-edition books 
which explore the “inhabited West” of the USA 
through a series of large-format images. He has 
also drawn international attention for his work with 
archival images from space (exhibition and book Full 
Moon) and from 1950s’ nuclear testing (100 Suns). 
www.michaellight.net

Mitch Epstein
Born in 1952 in Holyoke, Massachusetts, Epstein 
emerged as a key practitioner of color photography 
in the 1970s. His travels to India and later Vietnam 
led to significant bodies of work, but it was his trilogy 
on American life—The City, Family Business, 
American Power—that firmly positioned him as 
a remarkable observer of his own country. Family 

Business (which looked at the decline of his father’s 
firm) won the Krasna-Krausz Book Award for 
Photography 2004.
www.mitchepstein.net

Oliviero Toscani
Born in 1942, Toscani was brought up in Milan 
and studied design at the prestigious Hochschule 
fur Gestaltung in Zurich, 1961–65. He created a 
long-running controversial advertising campaign 
for Benetton, for whom he also launched Colors 
magazine and the Fabrica art school. He has 
shot for many major fashion brands, as well as 
magazines ranging from Vogue to Stern. He was 
creative director of Talk magazine in New York and 
exhibited at the Venice Biennale. He is director of 
La Sterpaia, a new communication center near Pisa, 
close to his home in Tuscany, Italy. 
www.olivierotoscanistudio.com

Peggy Sirota
Born in Massachusetts, Sirota’s career as a 
photographer took off in the 1980s after she 
taught herself to take pictures of actor friends 
while working in the Fred Segal store in Los 
Angeles. She has since been at the forefront of 
high-end celebrity photography for editorial and 
promotional work, as well as fashion and beauty; 
known for her natural look. Sirota has also shot 
many commercials—her clients ranging from 
leading magazines to major brands and fashion 
houses. In 2000, her first book, Guess Who?, 
featured celebrities in disguise. 
www.peggysirota.com

Pieter Hugo
Born in 1976 in South Africa, Hugo has forged a 
reputation around unusual in-depth documentary 
projects. He attracted wide attention for his essay 
on the “hyena men” of Nigeria, which won the 
World Press Photo portrait prize in 2006, and led to 
a Discovery Award at the Rencontres d’Arles festival 
in 2008. His most recent work, Nollywood, looks 
at the Nigerian film industry. Hugo has exhibited 
around the world.
www.pieterhugo.com

Platon
Born in 1968 in London and raised partly in the 
Greek islands, Platon studied graphic design before 
photography. As a student, he won an award and 
a commission from Vogue. He worked across 
editorial and advertising clients before moving to 
New York in 1998, where he is sought-after for his 
portraiture. In 2008, he was made staff photographer 
on The New Yorker magazine. 
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www.platonphoto.com

Ralph Gibson
Born in 1939 in Los Angeles, Gibson initially 
studied photography while serving in the US Navy 
and then at San Francisco Art Institute. He assisted 
Dorothea Lange and Robert Frank. His series of 
books, which often juxtapose surreal and erotic 
elements alongside documentary elements, has won 
worldwide recognition. Among numerous honors, 
Gibson was awarded the 2007 Lucie Award for 
lifetime achievement.
www.ralphgibson.com

Ron van Dongen
Born in 1961 in Judibana, Venezuela, van Dongen 
was raised in Warmond, the Netherlands. He studied 
photography at the Academy of Art College in San 
Francisco, and currently resides in Portland, Oregon, 
where he grows most of the plants he photographs. 
His work is sold as fine art prints, in limited-edition 
monographs, and was extensively explored in the 
2007 book Bloom.
www.ronvandongen.com

Steve Bloom
Born in South Africa, Bloom moved to England in 
1977 where he worked in the graphic arts industry 
focusing on photo retouching before, in the 1990s, 
giving it up to commit to his passion for wildlife 
and environmental photography. Since then he has 
produced a series of best-selling and critically acclaimed 
books, published in fifteen languages, as well as 
building a successful commercial archive of images. 
www.stevebloom.com

Steve Pyke
Born in 1957 in Leicester, England, Pyke left school 
at sixteen and worked as a factory mechanic before 
becoming a singer in a rock band in the late 1970s. By 
then he was experimenting with photography and he 
switched to covering the music scene as a photographer 
and going on to work with film directors, such as Peter 
Greenaway. He has since worked across portraits, 
still life, and landscapes. In 2004 he was given a staff 
photographer position at The New Yorker.
www.pyke-eye.com

Tim Flach
Born in 1958 in London, Flach studied at Central 
Saint Martins before working as an advertising 
photographer and, in recent years, moving into fine 
art and book production. He developed a specialism 
in images of animals, gaining worldwide recognition 
for his exploration of anthropomorphic properties. 
A five-year-project culminated in the book and 
exhibition Equus in 2008. 
www.timflach.com
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Tim Walker
Born 1970 in Surrey, England, Walker studied at 
Exeter College of Art after a placement at Vogue, 
where he worked on the Cecil Beaton archive. On 
graduation he assisted, including a year in the studio 
of Richard Avedon in New York. Walker shoots for 
English, Italian, and American Vogue, as well as some 
commercial clients. In 2008, he had a one-person show 
at the Design Museum in London and published the 
retrospective book, Pictures. Walker lives in London.
www.timwalkerphotography.com

Victor Schrager
Born in 1950 in the USA, Schrager is a Harvard 
graduate who has forged a career as a fine art 
photographer noted for mysterious, near-abstract 
still life, most recently seen in the Composition as 
Explanation series. He is also commissioned for 
editorial and advertising, while his work is featured 
in major collections—including the Museum of 
Modern Art and the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art. Fellowships have been given by the National 
Endowment for the Arts, The MacDowell Colony, 
and the Guggenheim Foundation. Schrager is 
represented by the Edwynn Houk Gallery.
www.victorschrager.com
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