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may recall from an earlier issue of Ag, when she
was one of the excellent photographers taking
part in the Peabody People books project).
Observing other visitors to the exhibition, I
noticed they spent as much time (if not more)
reading the explanatory caption to her expertly
executed picture as they did looking at the
picture itself. Did the intricacies of the picture
explained in the caption make the image more
deserving than the runner-up? Certainly the
caption gave easier access to the image, but did
that make it a better photograph, or perhaps less
so, because the exhibition curators felt the
picture needed explaining? Based simply on the
volume of media coverage, the popular winner
was the runner-up Bag, but then popularity
doesn’t always seem to be what competitions or
galleries like, and if they liked the winner so
much, why wasn’t it given the amount of wall
space a winner deserves and printed as large as
Kerstens’ picture?

Couldn’t we be allowed to work out Davies’s
picture or be left to wonder what the multiple
images of the same baby within that picture were
all about? Did the judges themselves have to
read the caption to understand this? If, so, why
did it win? If not, why did they think we had to
have a caption next to the picture? I would
abandon all explanatory captions next to
pictures and have them in a simple exhibition
leaflet. Like TV adverts, captions tend to get in
the way of the bigger picture, trying to sell us
something that other people think we ought to
need – or read. It is with good reason that many
photobooks have thumbnail images with the
photographer’s notes away from the main visual
narrative, right at the back of the publication.
After all, art is in the interpretation – our own
interpretation.

Until recently, you only had to travel a few
hundred yards from the National Portrait Gallery

to the old site of Photographers’ Gallery to have
experienced a divorce of text from photographic
reality, with exhibitions showing the type of
images gallerists think we ought to like and how
they justified their picture selection through
hyped-up text. How many times have I been
disappointed by exhibitions of captions
accompanied by (otherwise) meaningless and
boring-looking photographs? For goodness sake,
frame the captions! Talking of which, the lapsed
catholic in me feels a faint nostalgic urge to
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IN AG WE READ much about the production of
photobooks, but what about the written content
of those books or the text that accompanies a
photographic exhibition? It might be a simple
one-word title, or essay(s), or captions, but what
exactly is its purpose and effect – desired or
otherwise? Text can significantly affect the way
we ‘read’ photographs, sometimes for the better,
but also for worse.

For better … As a viewer, I find it satisfying
when I grasp the meaning or intention of a
photograph without the assistance of
explanatory captions or text. Take, for example,
the runner-up photograph in the latest Taylor
Wessing Portrait competition – Hendrik Kerstens’

picture of the girl with the white plastic bag on
her head. Who didn’t enjoy being momentarily
fooled by it? Who needed text to be told that the
portrait bore a striking resemblance to an old
Dutch master portrait painting or, on second
glance, to see that the bag wasn’t actually a
traditional seventeenth century bonnet? There
was more to it than that: it was simply crafted
and beautifully photographed. Little wonder
that, although it was not the overall winner, it
was the image used to promote the exhibition
and that it was the portrait one saw walking
towards the entrance, beckoning one in.

For worse … Compare Kerstens’ Bag with
Lottie Davies’ winning image (whose name you

The fraught marriage of
photographs and text
Captions and even whole essays are used to help describe photographs, but this
text often leaves Eddie Ephraums feeling divorced from what the pictures say

Bag, 2007, © Hendrik
Kerstens, from The
Taylor Wessing
Photographic Portrait
Prize 2008, on show
until recently at the
National Portrait Gallery,
London, and at the Laing
Art Gallery in Newcastle
upon Tyne from 25 April
to 21 June 2009.

Below: Mirella Ricciardi
has created a dummy for
her collectors’-style revised
edition of Vanishing
Africa. The pages are text-
free and the extraordinary
images require no
explanation, though some
explanatory text would
appeal to a wider
audience. With such a
visually strong book, the
question is how to include
the text without interfering
with the images.



TAKING ISSUE: TEXT & PICTURES

confess that long ago I gave up visiting the
Photographers’ Gallery, other than to go to the
bookshop. Hopefully, the new gallery in its
Ramillies Street location will run exhibitions
that, as the gallery’s name suggests, appeal to
photographers.

For similar textual reasons, I do not fraternise
the Amazon bookshop. Aside from its economic
influence on the world of publishing, I dislike its
preference for words to describe the photobooks
it aims to sell, when imagery could do a better
job: the role that images and book design were
actually intended for. Don’t we go to bookshops
to look at photobooks? Have you noticed (and
how could one not) the ‘quality’ of Amazon’s
book preview pages? I can’t see the books
properly, nor feel their pages, in a sense
rendering me incapable of buying a title without
the supposed assistance of their star-rating
system, or relying on some unknown person’s
review, or being told the book’s sales ranking.
Some of the best books I have worked on have
terrible commercial sales rankings. You’ve got to
admit it, there is something rather demeaning
and anti-art about book-shopping on Amazon,
and for those of you who simply use real
bookshops to preview books which you then buy
on-line, well, three Hail-Mary’s for you and
there’ll be no purgatory on the way to hell. I like
to have a laugh at Amazon’s expense, since I use
their on-line bookshop as a database, to discover
obscure publications (which I then order
through a local bookshop), and for research, to
find out if anyone else has produced a book with
the same title as one I might be about to
commission or produce myself … and to see
what related books people have bought. So it
does have its uses.

On the subject of titles, after visiting the
Taylor Wessing show I had a look in the National
Portrait Gallery’s bookshop and found a book I

was working on, but which I hadn’t yet
published! To be precise, it wasn’t exactly the
same title but the cover design was almost
identical, with a panoramic-style location shot of
the artist printed on a cover bellyband – talk
about double-take. All too often someone else
has the same idea for a book at exactly the same
time – well, slightly ahead of me in this case,
although I have been working on mine for nearly
two years. There the comparison ends, since
mine is a humbler project than said publication:
Annie Leibovitz at Work. My working title of A
Photographer at Work is hoped to be the first in a
possible series with successive photographer’s
names as the main heading. Of course, the great
thing about someone ‘stealing’ one’s ideas and
publishing their book first, is that we can then
‘borrow’ ideas from them and aim to do even
better with one’s own publication, as art has
down through the ages. Returning home from
the National Portrait Gallery, I went to the
Amazon site and typed in ‘A Photographer at
Work’ only to find a myriad of other people have
had the same idea, ahead of both Leibovitz’
publisher and I. What the heck, there seems to
be no copyright on generic titles and I shall carry
on in good company, inspired to make a really
good job of my version.

Talking about my Photographer at Work
project, there is something ironic about a book
whose author specifically aims to inform his
audience through documentary pictures of his
subject at work, for which the publisher wants to
include text and quite a lot of it! Is it too radical
to think that photographs might just be able to
work by and for themselves? (Are mainstream
publishers related to central London gallery
curators?) My plan is for the book’s main pictures
to be accompanied by contextual images of each
photographic shoot – captions, as it were, to
those main images of the subject at work – along
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Facing: The photographer
Mirella Ricciardi is
working on a revised
large format, collector’s-
style edition of her best-
selling ‘70s book
Vanishing Africa.
Working on ideas, she
has explored the
possibility of laying text
over some images. The
first stage in exploring
this concept was to print
out quotes and simply lay
them over a picture, to
see if they 'fitted' the
image.
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“My aim is to make images that evoke emotions rather than tell a story", says Sami Nabeel. "To achieve this,
I try to distill nature’s chaos using the smallest number of elements. In essence, my photography can be
summed up as an attempt to marry light to subject.”
I designed this fold-out calling card-type promotional booklet as part of a possible collection, with the
intention of including a one-line text ‘distillation’ of Sami’s approach to photography along the bottom of
each card. When closed, the cover is a rich pantone grey with a one-word title, in this case, Simplicity.
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with additional pictures depicting my own
photographic take on the same location, to
provide a visual comparison and therefore an
insight into the featured artist’s own approach.
Whilst I love the idea of a book that aims to tell
its story through images, I can see the
commercial logic for including text, but only as
long as it is relevant and if it doesn’t try to take
the place of the photographs or the message they
aim to convey. One doesn’t want to exclude an
audience by dumbing down, nor, the publisher
might argue, should one try to be too obscure
and leave out text, unless, of course, one can pull
it off in a Dutch-master-kind-of-photograph-
sort-of-way.

Maybe my Photographer at Work picture story
needs to be stronger for the text to be left out, or
maybe society as a whole just isn’t photo-literate
enough to deal with photobooks or exhibitions
that don’t have text. What is it that would change
this, that would allow photographs in everything
from books to exhibitions and from magazines
to on-line bookshops to speak for themselves?
Why do most if not all of us enter into a marriage
of photographs and text, even if it is simply to
describe something about a photograph as we
show it to people? “I call this one …” Agh! And as
for the words employed in photobooks, if it
doesn’t work, then at least with a digitally printed
book, we can simply delete it or re-write it and
reprint the book at no more expense than that of

a single copy. With offset-litho, such annulment
is not easy and is costly to settle. Perhaps there is
something suspiciously Catholic about me after
all, in particular my -ism for traditional offset-
litho. But, armed with a £20 Blurb book voucher,
I might go wild and try a text-free affair with a
digital photobook. And since I’ll only be printing
one copy, nobody but me is likely to find out my
guilty secret.

Eddie Ephraums

Glen Orchy, Scotland, by
Sami Nabeel. At a
forthcoming exhibition of
his work, there are no
explanatory captions, just
large format prints, which
he has colour-managed
and skilfully crafted as
only a photographer in
tune with his/her work
knows how.

O In Sudden Stillness by Andy Ilachinski, the text has
been placed on the inside of the folded cover with the text-
free picture pages alternating between landscape and
portrait format. The aim of Remy Jauffret’s design is that
when each image is viewed, fragments of other images can
be seen at the same time, so that each is perceived as part
of a greater whole. If the viewer wants to see an image in
isolation, the plain white folded cover can simply be tucked
underneath it and, at the same time, the text can he hidden.


