
The Photo Essay



Before we proceed, a caveat. Most of the photo essays you are about to see include people. 
We readily associate the form of the photo essay, as we do with documentary photography 
and photojournalism more broadly, with photographing people. Human interest drives most  
documentary photography: how people live their lives; how they surmount or suffer problems; 
how this relates to what we know from our own experience. 
 
Given current events - an extraordinary time to be a photographer as the pandemic affects all 
of our lives - you will find photographing people, except perhaps those you live with, difficult. 


Yet the photographer is someone who problem-solves, who improvises; one finds a way of 
telling a story. So bear this in mind. And, without risking your own health or the health of 
others, find a way to make this story. 


In the near and far future, as now, all these stories will be relevant. They will be statements 
about how we live our lives at this moment in time.

A Caveat



The photo essay is, arguably, the bedrock of documentary photography and photojournalistic practice. 
The idea that there is a learnable and repeatable language, applicable to a multitude of subjects, that 
allows a skilled and sensitive practitioner to discover and order meaning into a coherent set of images, 
has long held sway in photography, especially in the magazine market - the traditional home for the 
photo essay.


The skills used are a language in which specific types of image, using a variety of visual strategies, 
create meaning and address the question: ‘what is going on in this situation?’ More accurately 
perhaps, ‘what has the photographer’s subjective experience revealed about this subject; what are 
they trying to convey?’ Consider these elements as you look at the images.


The photo essay is a starting point for a variety of practices which can be applied not just to visual 
journalism, but also corporate photography (annual reports), and even social photography (events etc.). 
Any situation in which a story is best told with visual variety: observed candid moments; close-up 
detail; formal and not so formal portraits; middle distance and wide shots; objects; abstracts; selective 
focus; varied shutter speeds; light and dark situations. The list goes on. 
 
Look at these images and consider: how has this photographer gone about telling me this story? What 
has worked - or hasn’t worked?
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Gordon Parks - A Harlem Story



William Albert Allard is a doyen of the photo essay, having been pivotal in the development of 
the National Geographic’s style from the 1960s when he started working for them. He 
eschewed the traditional structure of linking ‘impact’ images with connective ‘point’ pictures 
by stating that his submissions to the picture desk only included what he saw as strong 
images with emotional impact. 


Although not devoid of description - the clear showing of the subject matter - his pictures are 
always visually strong, full of colour and atmosphere.
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Eugene Richards - Cocaine True, Cocaine Blue
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Eric Mencher’s essay on the little league baseball team is 
a classic small-scale project. A sequence that tells a kind 
of ‘day in the life’ story. Every element is present and, 
using a variety of distances and compositions, he shows 
a journey, event and its aftermath.


He seems to be in the right place at the right time to 
make his compositions. When I say ‘in the right place at 
the right time’, this is not fortuitous: it comes from keen 
observation and the kind of visual sensitivity that any 
documentary photography needs. The use of day and 
night, silhouettes, varied horizon lines, lens choice etc., 
provides impact in every shot.
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Paul Duerinckx, Evangelical Christianity
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John Spinks showing what can be done to build a 
story that is often devoid of people (apart from the 
portraits that, although taken many years back, are at 
a good social distance).


The images of exterior and interior spaces fit his 
generally formal style and lend a strong sense of 
place and atmosphere to the work. They speak about 
the absence of people while also commenting on 
presence.















David Modell









The photo essay, like photojournalism generally, has been criticised as a form. Is it formulaic? In a 

world of mainly online usage, are the methods - designed for the printed page - still appropriate? Has 

the photo essay been superseded by the ‘series’: a set of images that are more consistent from shot-

to-shot and tally with an art documentary practice that is at home on the gallery wall as it is in a 

magazine or online?


The photographic ‘series’ has for a long time been the default for documentary photography. It is 

both looser - less structured - than the disciplines of the photo essay, yet not as diverse, steering 

closer to visual contiguity than to variety. 

 

These are important questions to ask. The best way to ask them is to practice the techniques of the 

photo essay to see if they yield meaning for your subject. This might certainly be a challenge if you 

are working on a project about the coronavirus pandemic, the isolation that this causes, both 

personally and in relation to your practice as a photographer. 


But challenges are a key part of photography.

Is the photo essay still relevant?
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Zed Nelson - Gun Nation



Zed Nelson is both a documentary and a commercial 
photographer. His skills with lighting and setting up 
elaborate shoots help him with large-scale long term 
projects like Gun Nation.  
 
Note the use of still-life and studio portraits in addition 
to the more typical observed pictures that we associate 
with photo essays. He is attempting to build up a 
picture of a complex situation by showing the various 
sides: pro-gun, the firearms industry, the culture, police, 
violence and its aftermath, using the full skill-set at his 
disposal.
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Eva Leitolf - Deutsche Bilder - Eine Spurensuche
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Eva Leitolf’s series is based on incidence of racially-motivated 
attacks in Germany. This is not a photo essay in a conventional 
sense, more like the aforementioned ‘series’ or ‘serial’ - a set of 
images that build up a story in their totality but do so more with 
picture-to-picture similarity than they do with variety.  
 
However, she makes her narrative by choosing these different 
aspects, by using a dispassionate viewpoint, showing connected 
parties - victims and perpetrators, bystanders and officials - to 
suggest that all concerned - other than the victims - are responsible 
and part of a problem that is culturally imbedded.



Eva Leitolf - Deutsche Bilder - Eine Spurensuche



The photographer Jillian Edelstein flew to Australia 
in December to visit her mother, who had been 
diagnosed with stage 4 cancer in October. On arrival 
in Sydney she was bussed to a police hotel. A 
quarantine exemption was refused so she had to 
endure a 14-day wait before being able to see her 
mum. These images form her very personal diary of 
that experience, some of which she shared on 
Instagram, edited for publication

Sydney hotel quarantine – a photo diary

https://www.jillianedelstein.co.uk/
https://www.instagram.com/jillianedelstein/?hl=en
https://www.theguardian.com/world/gallery/2021/feb/19/sydney-hotel-quarantine-photo-diary








https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/gallery/2021/feb/08/abstract-moments-light-lockdown-in-pictures





