
Photographic  Approaches to  Narrat ive



Jeff Wall, The Storyteller (1986)



Edouard Manet, Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe (The Luncheon on the Grass) - 1862



Documentary/Photojournalism Photographic Art

Tableau

Photo Essay

Singles/News Image

The Series

Fabulation/Invented Narrative

The Venn diagram of Photographic Narrative



Single  Image -  News Image



Sam Shere, The Hindenberg Disaster, 1937



Josef Koudelka, Prague, 1968



Thomas Hoepker, Brooklyn, 9/11, 2001



Joel Goodman, New Year’s Eve, Manchester, 2016







Ian Bradshaw, Twickenham, 1974



Edouard Manet, The Bar at the Follies-Bergère (1882)Jeff Wall, Picture for Women (1979)



The Tableau Narrat ive



Diego Valázquez, Las Meninas (1656)



Hieronymous Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights (c.1500)



Rembrandt van Rijn, The Anatomy Lesson of Doctor Nicolaes Tulp (1632)



Rembrandt van Rijn, The Night Watch (1642)



Théodore Géricault, The Raft of the Medusa, c. 1818/19



Jeff Wall, The Destroyed Room (1978)



Eugène Delacroix, Death of Sardanapalus (1827)





Jeff Wall, A View from an Apartment (1992)



Jeff Wall, Mimic (1982)



Jeff Wall, A Sudden Gust of Wind (After Hokusai) - (1993)



Hokusai, Travellers Caught in a Sudden Breeze at Ejiri (from the series The Thirty-six Views of Fuji) - C. 1832



Oscar Gustave Rejlander, Two Ways of Life (1857) 



Yinka Shonibare, The Diary of a Victorian Dandy



William Hogarth, The Rake’s Progress - Plates 3 & 6 (Printed, 1735)



Tom Hunter, Woman Reading Possession Order Johannes Vermeer, Girl Reading a Letter at an Open Window (1657-59)



Tom Hunter, The Way Home John Everett Millais, Ophelia (1851/52)



Gregory Crewdson, Twilight



Gregory Crewdson, Twilight



Dr. David Octavius Hill & Robert Adamson 



Hill and Adamson; some generic corporate stock photography



The Photo Essay/Story



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?


Statement



W. Eugene Smith



W. Eugene Smith



W. Eugene Smith



W. Eugene Smith



W. Eugene Smith



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.



William Albert Allard



William Albert Allard



William Albert Allard



William Albert Allard



William Albert Allard



Eugene Richards - Cocaine True, Cocaine Blue



Eugene Richards - Cocaine True, Cocaine Blue



David Modell











Harriet Logan





Paul Duerinckx, Evangelical Christianity



Paul Reas





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.

Is the photo essay still relevant?



Dan Dixon





Jonathan Browning



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.



Zed Nelson - Gun Nation



Zed Nelson











Tomasz Tomaszewski











Eva Leitolf - Deutsche Bilder - Eine Spurensuche



Eva Leitolf - Deutsche Bilder - Eine Spurensuche



Eva Leitolf - Deutsche Bilder - Eine Spurensuche



Eva Leitolf - Deutsche Bilder - Eine Spurensuche



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 Photographic  Ser ies



Alec Soth, Sleeping by The Mississippi



Alec Soth, Sleeping by The Mississippi



Alec Soth, Songbook



C
hris Killip, In Flagrente, 1988



“A Fiction about Metaphor”

Chris Killip

“A narrow, deep area between the novel and film”

Lewis Baltz (on Killip)



Chris Killip, In Flagrente, 1988



Geert van Kesteren, Bagdad Calling, 2008



Larry Sultan, Pictures from Home, 1992



Petra Creffield, Going Home, 1997-98





Petra Creffield, Going Home, 1997-98



Ed van der Elsken, Love on the Left Bank, 1956



Ed van der Elsken, Love on the Left Bank, 1956



Robert Frank The Americans



Christian Patterson, 

Redheaded Peckerwood, 2010



Jonas Bendiksen, Book of Veles, 2021





Jonas Bendiksen, Book of Veles, 2021




