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Foreword

by Alex Strohl

I started out as a graphic design major and ended up getting into photography at university. One of my classes, ‘Introduction to Photography’, was taught by a veteran of documentary photography who encouraged us to use film cameras and taught us a host of old-school techniques including how to go from negative to print and how to dodge and burn as Ansel Adams famously did. This new world was thrilling, and I was just following my curiosity with no clear plan in sight until somehow, I ended up shooting advertising campaigns for some of the world’s largest brands and carving a niche in the competitive adventure photography world. Never did I imagine I’d be running a thriving photography studio with a full-time team all from the woods of Montana.

Among the talented people I’ve met on this journey, Finn is the one who has inspired me to use stories within my work. This, in turn, led me to create a workshop focusing on his approach to visual storytelling. After I’d finished filming it, I remember being so excited to get home and view it in a whole new way – following his process and looking for stories in the everyday. His method for building a narrative using the three impactful prompts: 1. Character, 2. Location, 3. Event (covered in this book) has encouraged me to rethink my own approach to my photographic projects.

Finn and I are part of a new generation of creatives who have built careers out of living in remote places. With the advent of the internet and more specifically, social media, gone are the days were photographers had to be based in Paris, New York, or any large city to ‘make it’. The age where if you wanted to become a photographer you had to take an internship at your local newspapers are gone. All you need is a camera, a phone and internet access. And some damn good stories to tell. This is exciting because it puts the control back in the hands of the creatives, it has levelled the field as we all have the same tools and only the stories and ideas make the difference. You can see this in Finn’s photography throughout the book, in the way that he uses his home surroundings in Wales as a backdrop to his shoots.

Finn and I have both walked the same squiggly line, sometimes falling off but always getting back on and carrying on. He has been bold and chosen his own path and as a result, he’s become a world-class photographer who deserves every one of his achievements. This book shares the practices that have helped him get there, together with the knowledge that he’s picked up working with just about every brand you’d dream of shooting. There are only a handful of people who could write this book and Finn sits at the top of this list.
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Introduction

Today’s world is awash with images, but what makes people stop scrolling or walking by? What makes them remember an image or a photographer’s work? In my mind, it’s the stories they tell. Stories are the real ‘influencers’. From fairy tales and legends, to religious texts and political campaigns, it’s the stories that capture us and the emotions they elicit that make the messages last. The aim of this book is to help you create lasting photographs, the sort Dorothea Lange called ‘second lookers’. using a tried-and-tested approach that puts the story at the heart of everything you do.


How to Use this Book

We’ll start with the basics, including what equipment you need and the essence of a great photograph. Then we’ll examine the craft of storytelling and how this can be applied to photography. From there, the book follows the process of making a photo story. I cover pitching for work and doing your prep, the actual shoot, the edit and the final collation of your images. In each section you will find step-by-step exercises illustrating fundamental techniques and projects to challenge your creativity and broaden your skill set. You’ll also find tips, creative briefs and plenty of real-world examples.




The Workshop

This book was inspired by a photo story I created for a company called Cool & Vintage, based in Portugal. Cool & Vintage specialise in the restoration of vintage Land Rovers, but don’t think of this as an automotive shoot. I want to show you how to incorporate a product (like a car) into a broader story that makes for a more entertaining set of images.



With the rise of influencer-based marketing, this is especially useful when developing branded content for platforms like Instagram. Straightforward product placement is a lazy way to market anything, in my opinion. It is much better to build a story around a product and entertain your audience along the way.

So, following my process in this workshop we will pitch, prepare, shoot, edit and deliver.

By the end of this book you will be able to pitch for jobs, win contracts and craft a shoot from start to finish. We’ll look at shoot preparation, including working with mood boards and call sheets, directing models, and post production and editing. We’ll even touch on the tricky topic of pricing your work.
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THE POWER OF IMAGES

The thing I love most about photography, over other mediums, is that something is always left to the viewer’s imagination. I liken it to the difference between a movie and a book: I love both, but I’m sometimes disappointed if I watch a movie after I’ve read the same story. That’s because a book allows me to bring my own imagination to the table. The story feels richer because my mind is working on a deeper level. I feel the same way about photographs.

What are my kids reading here? Where are they?

These questions are posed to a stranger viewing the image, piquing their interest.

Photographs leave gaps in the narrative that viewers can fill with their own imagination. There’s always something left unanswered; there’s no verbal communication, sound or music adding atmosphere. These feelings must be present in the images alone and the photograph should tell you just enough to activate your desire to know more. This might come from lighting or maybe a close-up of a character’s face or hands. An image should provoke an intuitive, visceral feeling – there might not be a rational explanation for it, but you know when you feel it.


TIP

Pose questions to your audience and compose your image in a way that leaves something to the viewer’s own imagination. Don’t give too much away.
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SPARKING THE IMAGINATION

Photographs that leave gaps in the narrative allow a viewer to fill it with their own imagination, but how do you go about making pictures along these lines?


1 POSE A QUESTION TO YOUR AUDIENCE

There is a pleasure in not knowing. It activates the mind. Frame your images in a way that poses a question to your audience and engages them in your work.

Consider this image: there is a story here but it isn’t evident. What is my son looking at? Why is he standing on so much driftwood? Is he in danger? Compose your shots so your subjects are looking at something outside of the frame to add intrigue to the image.
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2 A REASON TO PRESS THE SHUTTER

When you make a photograph you are essentially preserving a memory. Use your own memories as a trigger to press the shutter. Think about your own childhood: fun times, sad times, exciting times and so on.

Another image of H here. Learning to ride a bike is a strong memory for most people… the freedom, the speed and the thrill of exploring on two wheels. When I saw H’s T-shirt sprayed with mud from his BMX, it brought back a flood of memories from my own childhood. I wanted to preserve this memory. I had a reason to press the shutter.
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3 REDEFINE YOUR UNDERSTANDING OF EMOTION

Emotion doesn’t just mean laughing or crying. It is an instinctive feeling related to the human condition. Think about this as much as the environment you are working in. Motivate your subjects to do something that your audience can relate to.

See the examples of my daughter collecting hazelnuts – the first image in particular. I have a lovely portrait of her standing with the basket that I could have included, but I prefer this one. Bending down, basket over her arm to pick a nut from the forest floor – this is a picture about the human condition and not just a girl in the forest. It has more emotion. The audience can relate to it.
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Photographed for Fforest by Sian Tucker. Published by Kyle Books.






WHERE TO START?

It can be hard to know where to start. There are a million ways to talk yourself out of making work, and saying that it’s already been done is an easy excuse. But everyone is different, which means everyone’s take is different, even if the subjects being photographed are the same.


FOLLOW YOUR INTERESTS

You shouldn’t look at what’s popular and simply repeat. I see this time and time again on platforms like Instagram, which are driven by popularity. Following a trend is a recipe for empty art, and by chasing the trend you are being influenced, as opposed to being the influencer. If you want to stand out from the pack, you need to hone your storytelling and follow your heart.



Regarding subject matter for your photographs, only you know what makes you curious, what sparks your interest, what gets you out of the chair to shoot. I can teach you techniques to improve your storytelling capabilities, but I can’t make you somebody you’re not. I can’t stress this enough.


TELL STORIES LOCALLY

As much as it is inspiring, perusing endless streams of epic, location-based imagery on platforms like Instagram can sometimes be a little debilitating to your creative process. If you feel like this, close the app for a week. Don’t be influenced by it. Slow down and take notice of your own surroundings. You’ll be amazed what comes to mind when you’re free from distraction.



You don’t need to travel to exotic locations to make great photographs. Some of my favourite pictures (and incidentally most liked images on Instagram) were made at home. The use of light, subjects and the stories inferred are doing the heavy lifting. These images could have been photographed anywhere.

George Tice, the famous American photographer noted for his work documenting everyday life in his hometown of New Jersey, said:

‘As I progressed further with my project, it became obvious that it was really unimportant where I chose to photograph. The particular place simply provided an excuse to produce work… you can only see what you are ready to see – what mirrors your mind at that particular time.’

Technologies change, trends change, fashions change, but the fundamentals of good storytelling haven’t changed in millennia.


TIP

We are all individuals, so trust your instincts and follow your gut. Make work that interests you and see how it fits once it’s made. If work is made for the right reasons it will more than likely prevail.
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WHAT YOU WILL NEED

You don’t need to spend a huge amount on equipment to make good images. For example, one of the photos opposite was shot on an iPhone, one on a standard DSLR and one on a cheap film camera. It’s essential to realise it’s not the camera that makes the picture – you do.

Below is a list of what you need to get started and to complete the exercises in this book.


CAMERA

You will need a DSLR camera with an interchangeable lens. Don’t worry about spending big money on this – the lenses you shoot with are more important and a better use of your cash.




LENSES

Invest in your glass. A good quality lens will stand the test of time and travel with you from camera to camera. I’m still using lenses I bought 10 years ago.If you were to buy just one, opt for my ‘desert island’ lens, the humble 50mm prime. I guarantee you’ll still be using it in a decade.




SPARE BATTERIES

A camera stops working when it runs out of power.This is a boring item to spend money on, but it’s so frustrating to get stopped in your tracks for the sake of something so simple. Remember: if you’re flying, check with the airline whether you can carry batteries in the cabin or if you need to check them in.




EDITING SOFTWARE

You will need a computer and some editing software to process your images. I use Adobe Lightroom for storing, rating and editing photographs; Adobe Photoshop for advanced photo manipulation (not necessary for the processes covered in this book); and a plugin called Exposure for emulating real-world film effects like grain, dust and light leaks, all sourced from old film stock.




REFLECTOR

A reflector is a highly underrated piece of equipment that can have a massive impact on the quality of your images. A reflector reflects light and allows you to bounce it into the right places and create a more dynamic environment. They are inexpensive and lightweight, they don’t require batteries and they will last for years. Invaluable.




SMARTPHONE

A smartphone is useful for shooting pictures, but also for the myriad photo apps available today – see here for some of my favourites.




DRONE

Not an essential item, but a drone is a superb way of upping the production value of a shoot. Until they were invented, you’d need to spend tens of thousands on a helicopter to get those spellbinding aerial shots. Now you can take them with an inexpensive camera drone – you’ll just need to master the controls.
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1 Shot with a Canon DSLR.
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2 Shot with an iPhone in an underwater case.
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3 Shot with a 35mm Contax film camera.






GEAR:
DSLR OR MIRRORLESS

Don’t get hung up on expensive gear – many of the images in this book were shot on my iPhone. Light and composition are more important. However, I do receive a ton of questions relating to my equipment, so here is a quick list of what’s in my camera bag.


CAMERA

CANON EOS 5D MARK IV

My weapon of choice, 99 per cent of the time. Weather-sealed, reliable and tough. I love it.




LENSES

50MM F/1.2

My desert island lens. I love, love, love this focal length. If you’re just starting out with a DSLR, ditch the kit zoom that was inevitably bundled with your camera body and pick up an f/1.4 or f/1.8 version of this lens. Learn to love the constraints associated with shooting at a fixed focal length. It will make you a better photographer. Fact.




24MM F/1.4

Tack sharp between f/4 and f/8 with good colour and contrast. This is a great lens for landscape work and even some portraiture. It provides an ample stage for your subject, though it’s important to step back from them to prevent any distorted limbs!




24–70MM F/2.8

A useful (if a touch boring) zoom lens for shooting a variety of different situations. This lens can even compete with some primes in terms of sharpness.




70–200MM F/2.8

Heavy and expensive, but super useful and always in my bag. Far reaching and fast, it also delivers dreamy looking portraits.




100–400MM F/4.5–5.6

A recent addition, but deserving of a place here, this lens is amazing for picking out details in the distance and compressing the landscape.




ACCESSORIES

SANDISK 64GB EXTREME PRO MEMORY CARDS

I have a few of these and they work just as well next to an erupting volcano as they do in a blizzard.




SPARE BATTERIES

As mentioned on the previous page, these are boring but essential, especially if you’re shooting all day. You don’t want to have to stop shooting when your camera runs out of power.




GIOTTOS SILK ROAD YTL TRIPOD

Lightweight, carbon-fibre tripod. This model has a cool Y-shaped folding mechanism so that it takes up less space when collapsed.




KIRK ENTERPRISE SOLUTIONS BH-1 BALL HEAD

Lightweight and silky smooth, this is a quick-release ball head.




DAY BAG

DOMKE F-2

Designed so you can get at equipment instantly without having to take the bag from your shoulder, nothing compares to the Domke F-2 in the field. I also love the ‘low profile’ look to this bag – it doesn’t scream, ‘I’m carrying a ton of expensive gear!’ I flat-pack this bag in my checked luggage and use a ThinkTank Roller to transfer all my (heavy) gear through the airport. Two bags are better than one.




TRANSFER BAG

THINKTANK AIRPORT INTERNATIONAL ROLLER

This is very nearly my favourite piece of equipment out of everything listed here. Lenses are heavy! Add a laptop, batteries, hard drives, camera bodies and it won’t be long before your body starts to complain if you load it all onto your shoulders. Aside from its solid design and plethora of security features, I simply love the mobility this thing gives me through an airport. Once you experience wheeling a heavy bag versus carrying one, there really is no going back.



I decant gear from my ThinkTank Roller into my Domke once I reach my destination. The roller then stays in my hotel room, locked via its built-in cable to a solid object, securing all the gear I don’t require on location each day.
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