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INTRODUCTION

WHEN INTRODUCING A SUBJECT AS VAST AS PORTRAITURE, it is necessary to define this type of photography, and how this book relates to such a long tradition of art. A portrait is defined as a display of the likeness of a person or a group of people, but the meaning of portraiture and the artistic role it plays depends on the context of the piece itself. In short, why do we make portraits at all, and who are they for?

The meaning of portraiture all comes down to its aim. A portrait can be created for the subject or sitter themselves, for another client, or for the photographer’s own purposes. My own beginnings in photography were synonymous with self-portraiture. I used myself to provide a human element within scenes lit with improvised light sources to show something I wasn’t entirely sure of at the outset, sometimes fuelled by a subconscious personal or emotional motive that was later interpreted in different ways by different viewers. As I progressed I worked with other models, not just to counteract certain restrictions in using myself, but to diversify—to photograph different bodies and faces, and to engage in the new shooting experiences that photographing others provides. I have created portraits of other people that reflect their purposes, my own purposes, and sometimes a mixture of both. A portrait can exist to tell, to show, or simply to display a semblance in the most observational sense. In documentary photography, a portrait can appear to be a chance encounter with another human being that gives the impression that the photographer has seized the moment and recorded the subject’s appearance “just as it is.” Driven by a desire to record real people in their element—candid or semi-candid, unstyled, trendily deadpan, dishevelled even—these photographers seek to make a statement about that particular person or their situation. Portraits can also be fictional and contrived. In what is known as tableaux vivant (“living pictures”), photographic portraiture can almost cross over into the realm of painting, giving a result that elevates and embellishes the subject. If we keep moving in the direction of this extreme we come to fashion photography, where the subject becomes literally a “model:” an actor posing for a commercial purpose, styled and made up appropriately, polished to represent perfection in order to sell something.

Throughout the winding path of my photography career so far I have encountered a tension between the two extremes: I want my images to be bold and striking (maybe with the help of a stylist or a specially selected location), but I also want a story to unfold organically, and a sense of candidness and naturally-occurring juxtapositions to develop. I don’t want everything falsified, and I want some spontaneity to seep into the process. It’s no accident then that a lot of my early self-portraits weren’t necessarily created with a heavily storyboarded masterplan. Though the situations were set up specifically to be photographed, they were also open to numerous chance events during the process and therefore relied heavily on my own instincts.

This book is structured using stories rather than technique because, as all artists know, artmaking often does not follow a linear path. The creation of photographic portraiture hinges upon the efforts we make to fuse preparation, location, inspiration, and model to create more than just a replica of what we see before us: to allow something alchemical to happen between the model and photographer—something more than just a click of the shutter. All of my pictures have had these key moments occur during both the shooting and processing, and they have all had different, unique processes of coming about. The stories in this book are divided according to environment: natural, urban, and those shot in regular interiors. At the same time, this division is not entirely rigid, and there are overlaps: it simply gives focus to the sense of adventure involved in moving from one location to the next. For instance, some images would work well in the nature chapter as well as the urban, and some images span both.

This book provides a different look at portraiture as we conventionally know it, and there are very few ordinary headshots or standard likenesses that might be encountered in formal portrait photography. This book is devoted to exploring portraiture at its most creative—that is, to portraits with context, story, and constructed elements. The contributors have been carefully chosen to showcase a new generation of artists whose representations of the human being are uncommonly imaginative: from the conceptual thinking behind the subtle nuances in the work of Susannah Benjamin, to the fairytale tableaux of Kirsty Mitchell’s Wonderland and its hand-crafted props.

This book offers something different to the world of contemporary portrait photography: a fusion of the often sober messages found in sophisticated contemporary photography with the wider appeal, sheen, and visual arrest of mainstream portraiture found in various facets of commercial photography.
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MARIA (2010)

Model Maria Procopi, from a shoot in Hackney, East London (see here). The use of location, costume, color, close-up, and pose all contribute to this slightly quirky fashion portrait.
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