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  INTRODUCTION


  It took the explosion of photography into all its many modern forms to make me realize that what I had been doing most of the time was storytelling. Not all of the time—there were cover shots and single-image jobs—but mostly I did stories. At the time I didn’t articulate it quite like that, nor, as I remember, did anyone else I knew. It was simply what we did, or aspired to do. Most of my life in photography has been on assignment, and most of these assignments were of a length that allowed us to move around the subject, show it in different ways, and describe it visually. Some were short, some long. They ranged from a day (not many of those) to a few months (quite a number of those—strangely, perhaps, but a consequence of my enjoyment of long projects).


  Naturally, then, this is the kind of shooting that I’ve been closest to, but it’s only recently that I’ve noticed colleagues actually saying things like “I’m a storyteller with a camera.” It’s only recently that I’ve started saying this. The reason has to do with the changes in photography. Photo stories, picture stories, whatever you like to call them, were really part of magazine assignment culture. It’s what magazines like Life, National Geographic, GEO, Smithsonian, Paris Match, Epoca were all about. That world isn’t dead by any means, but it doesn’t exercise the hold on public attention that it once did. Print, loving it though I do, is at the start of a long, slow decline—which may sound odd, given that this book is very much print; but by slow I mean very slow. In any case, the writing is on the wall: The screen is taking over.


  The result is that the old hierarchical way of doing things is disappearing, and being replaced by a more independent world in which people do photography in pretty much whatever way they like—and with so many millions at it there’s a sizable support group for every interest, from iPhoneography to expressive, humanitarian, or collaborative photography. Invention continues happily, and it simply makes definition a little more necessary. One kind of photography that is redefining itself is storytelling, which for many of us is the classic, essential, and pure form of photography. There’s an entirely understandable new interest among new photographers in directing energy towards making a coherent body of work. And few things in photography are more coherent than a well executed story. This is what this book is about.


  There’s a new world of self-assignment. It doesn’t have the financial support that kept professional editorial photographers going, but it’s possible and it offers a new freedom—to choose what to shoot and to do it entirely in the way you want. These may not be great days for many professional photographers, or for picture editors, but for everyone else the world of photo essays and all the other forms of narrative and storytelling through pictures is at last open to all.
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