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Sean O'Hagan
On photography

Something old, something new: the year's best photography
books

From reissues of classic editions to an eve-opening collection of mobile-phone snaps,
photography books in 2009 captured a medium in flux. Sean O'Hagan picks his favourites

Sean O'Hagan
guardian.co.uk, Monday 28 December 2008 13.13 GMT
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Ini 2008, photography grappled more than aver with the notion that the mobile phona, rather than the cheap
digital camera, may yet make photographers of us all. |t seemed apposite, then, that it was also a year in which
old masters reasserted their imporance with books that reminded us that the truly visionary are few and far
batween.

In many ways, the year belonged o Robert Frank. MNow 85, the Swiss-bom photographer was garlanded with a
miagjor American touring show fo celebrate the 50th anniversary of the publication of his classic work Tha
Amerncans. The catalogue, Looking In: Robert Frank's The Americans (Steidl, £49.907, is, hands down, my
photography book of the year. Comiplate with sbsorbing asesys, personal letiers — to the likes of Jack Kerouac
and Walker Evans — and contact sheets that show off Frank's extraordinary eye for the telling vignette, it is a
miust for anyone with an interest in photography's past and present.

The other big American photography book of the year has just been published. Irving Penn's Small Trades
(Getty, £34£.99) is a valadiction of sorts for the great man, who died in October. Though batter known for his
fashion photography, Penn started the Small Trades project in 1850, photographing everyday subjects -
plumbers, cleaners, shop assistants — in thair work clothes betwasn style shoots for Freanch Vogue in his rened
Parisian studio. Shot in austere blacks, whites and greys, the poriraits possess a cumulative power that is full of
quiet dignity, and subtlar than Richard Avedon's similar images of American workers. (Intriguingly, ona of the
scouts who went ocut on the streats of Paris to select and then persusda the workars to pose was a young
Robert Doisnesau. )

Closer to home, the English were the subjects of two intriguing books: Simon Roberts's We English (Chris
Boot, £40) and Chris Steele-Pearkins's England, My England {Mothumbriz Press, £30). Roberls' book is a kind
of gentle celebration, its images captured on a large-format Sx4-inch camera and owing as much to the English
landscape painting tradifion as any photographic precedent. t's a grower. Stesle-Perkins, a Magnum weteran,
opts for & more sweeping documeantary approsch that shows the English at work and at play ower the last four
dacades. By turns grithy and avocativa, it is 8 book one imagines that Oreall would have liked wvery much.
Another Magnum nama, Philip Jones Griffiths, whao died in 2008, is calebrated in Recollections {Trolley
Books, £35.95). Renowned for his photojournalism from the Wietnam war, Jones Griffiths also travelled around
Britain from the 1850s onwards, and this book shows off the ranga of his vision, from the hysteria of
Beatlemania to the dogged war of attrition that weare Morthem Ireland's Troubles. In the main, though, this
presants a genfler side of a photographer best known for his work at the eye of storm of battle.

if | had to choose one book of political photojournalism published this year, though, it would hawve to ba Howard
Bingham's Black Panthers 1968 (Ammao, £29.95). Bingham spent a year recording the Panthars' brief
ascandancy during the radical fermant of 19848, and his images of the likes of Stokely Carmichael, Bobby Seale
and Eldridge and the incredibly stylish Kathlesn Claaver are 8 wondarful porirait of a revolutionary tima that
seems long gone. Also in the late G0s, Danny Lyons was also doing some of his best work, most notably as a
documenter of, and participant in, the American Civil Rights movamant, as well as a chronicler of outlaw
miotorcycle gangs. Memories of Myself {Phaidon, £45) is a retrospective of some of his lesser-known photo
as&ays, including images from the time he spent recording the lives of women who workad in a Colombian
brothel. A pioneer of the edgy style of insider reporiage, who immersed himseif in his subject matter, Lyon
dasarves to be more widely known. This is a2 good place to start.

Bast collaboration of the year must go to Anders Petersen and JH Engstrom, for their book From Back Home
(Max Sindm, £45). Engstrom started out as Petersen's assistant in the eary 1980s, and it turned out they both
came from the same area of Sweaden, the mosthy rural WYarmlands. Thiry years separates them, but both of
them set cwt to evoke their sanse of home and bedonging. The book is an unaven but always infriguing
axploration of family, landscape and identity. Even more personal, and quirkier still, is Adam Bartos"s Yard
Sale Photographs (Damiani, €38), which does exacthy what it says on the cower. Bartos is a8 master of tha
poetic mundane, and his camera caplures the yard sale — the American eguivalent of the car-boot — in
close-up, in all its tacky and oddly beautiful detail. Mewar before has a discarded tannis racket hald such visual

postry.

Finally, a book that is witerly of the momant but oddly timeless: Joal Grey's 1.3: Images From my Phone
(Powerhouse Books, £21.99). Having found himself wandering thowgh a small mussum in Florida without his
camera, Grey — a former actor who won an Oscar in 1972 — resored to his Mokia 133, The images were 50
surprising that he kept shoofing on his phone for seven months. The result is this engapging book, a kind of vivid
and gritty viswal diary of his travels. "For ma, taking pictures is like asking guestions®, he says on his website.
The guestions he asks with his Mokia don't differ that much from the ones he asks on his Nikon — and that, in
itself, may ba the biggest guestion of all regarding the future of photography.

This year's Taylor Wessing Photographic Portrait prize at the National Portrait Gallery in London (free
admission) shows that contemporary portraiture is alive and kicking. It's a resclutaly democratic show, featuring
thie wiork of students alongside astablishad photographers. Prizewinners includse Paul Floyd, whao shot powearful
head-on portraits of young athletic hopafuls in training for the 2012 Olympics, and Vanassa Winshig, whao
travelled throughouwt Georgia searching for a face that somehow represanted the spirt of the country. A strong
and variad show that's well worth a visit.
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