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Introduction
Jo Bradford

ViewPoint is more than a book about photography; it is a book about community and dialogue, presenting cultural offerings from a global perspective. We are accustomed to seeing the world through the lenses of professional travel photographers with expensive equipment, but this is not a true vision of the lives playing out on every continent. The advent of the smartphone camera has democratized photography, giving people all over the world the opportunity to photograph their lives with the camera they have to hand. Telling stories with photography has become possible for the many rather than just the few. This book was conceived from a desire to collect such stories.

The photographers presented here look at the world with fresh eyes, unfettered by the rules and preferences of the established gatekeepers of the medium. Their work does not seek to address what exists in the canon but, by its very nature, is more improvisatory and original. For many, photographing their daily life is habitual, necessary, the way that they understand their existence and make sense of the world. Their images serve as a record, memoir and historical artefact, too.

I tend to point my smartphone camera at the scenes I see unfolding in my own wild and windswept neighbourhood – I live off-grid in Dartmoor National Park, where I have colour darkrooms and large cameras and more lenses than I care to confess to buying – and have become increasingly aware of the way I use my phone to capture daily life, without artifice. This is why I wanted to make a book like this: to tell stories of life as it is, and to show how other people see the world through their phone cameras.

Curating this book has been a thrilling treasure hunt. Over 90 per cent of the 1.5 trillion digital photographs taken in 2022 were taken on a smartphone. There were a lot of images to sift through – it felt like panning for gold. Some of the initial selections were too small to print. For other images, the original, larger version had been deleted; the photographer had failed to see the value in keeping anything other than a screen-resolution file size. And then there was the not inconsiderable issue of language barriers between myself and the contributors. But somehow we found a way to communicate; the desire to tell stories frequently overcame the need for words.

The photographs in the book include those by professional photographers and by everyday people, with a multitude of day jobs, united by their great eye for a strong image and passion for the medium. Some of the contributors shoot on traditional digital cameras for work and reach for their smartphone camera to create a daily diary; for others, a smartphone is the only camera available. All of them produce compelling and intriguing images.

The photographers all have their own story to tell. Some drew me in with the significant political message in their images (Forough Alaei); others appealed with the sheer joy of their viewpoint (Raymond Baffour). What they have in common is their ability to give an honest account of life in a specific place on earth.

It has been an unfortunate reality that some of the photographers in this book were unsure about being named alongside their photographs of certain regions – Tibet, for example – for political reasons. I got close to securing images from people in Ukraine and Gaza and the West Bank on several occasions. But the contributors – preoccupied with difficulties happening in their lives in these war-torn places – got cold feet or stopped communicating completely. It felt churlish to press them when they had greater issues to deal with.

Another difficult and worrying case is that of Wei Xiong. In 2020 I was grateful when he enthusiastically agreed to send me his beautiful photographs of his home in Wuhan, China, and a stunning image of a young monk praying in Tibet at the Larung Gar monastic centre and study institute. (This scene no longer exists, incidentally; the area has been subject to a wave of demolitions.) Unfortunately, shortly after he sent me the full-resolution images, Wei Xiong disappeared, ceased all contact and has not posted on any of his social media accounts since. This is why his entry and the accompanying captions are written in my voice rather than his. It felt important for me to honour his wish to have his work included in the book. I hope that one day I will be able to give him a copy of the book and my thanks.

‘The photographers all have their own stories to tell.’
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We all have different points of departure, but our shared humanity shines through the stories told in the pages of this book. Some of the images represent perspectives historically consigned to the peripheral: the voices of those hidden or marginalized due to their gender, location, birth right, or sexuality. My wish was to make this book a place for people to share their own narratives.

While some images present pastoral landscape scenes of misty views (Mariko Klug), showing nature in all its glory, others challenge our view of the infrastructure of urban life, reimagining it in saccharine pastel colour palettes (Alexandra Cabral) or eerily clean scenes devoid of life (Glenn Homann). There are images that feel utterly banal yet exude a beguiling confidence. Other contributors make images as a starting point to explore the range of human experiences: poetic examinations of family (Kelley Dallas); loneliness, love (Kgmotso Neto Tleane); sexuality (Ernest Rius Bonet); gender, race, exile (Julia Shatun); physical difference (Laura Gorun) grief (Harshita Sabnis) and healing. They are poignant reminders of the quiet but profound ways in which the way we occupy the world is similar – a shared humanity that supersedes our differences.
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