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FOREWORD BY DAVID HOBBY

When I began writing the foreword for this book, I decided to avoid the obvious focus on Joey Lawrence’s age. But as it turns out, I was wrong. We are going to talk about his age.

Not in the Mozart-wrote-a-symphony-at-age-five sense, but more in the context of who Joey is and how this body of work was created so early in his career. For those who don’t know, Joey made the photos in this book before or at the age of twenty-one.

To me, the most interesting part of this is not the fact that he was twenty-one, but the fact of when he was twenty-one. Joey’s development as an artist has happened since the turn of the millennium. He has never known a world without computers or Photoshop. He is a digital native, and that has had a profound effect on his photography and photographic path. Further, the combination of when he was born and his early success places him at the vanguard of an emerging group of Generation Z photographers.

Members of Generation Z are thought of as having been born in the early to mid-1990s. Although Joey was born in 1989, he understood at a very young age exactly how the new digital environment had changed everything about photography. So in many ways, Joey is a few years ahead of his time. And, in a broader sense, he is what’s coming. This book is an example of how the world’s most successful photographers will be thinking five or ten years hence.

Previous generations of photographers grew up in an era when it was assumed that you could get a steady job with a great company and be set for life. For many photographers, myself included, that meant something like working your way up to a great metro daily newspaper. Once there, no worries. Just don’t screw up and you’ll be fine.

Clearly, that time has passed.

For photographers of my generation, our dependable business model has been crushed like a bug. For younger photographers, the digital transition has been a liberation. In fact, the most successful photographers of the future will have more in common with a Silicon Valley garage start-up than with the track of their photographic forebears. Forward-thinking photographers are already becoming entrepreneurs, mostly in the sense that they create their own ecosystems. They don’t need printing presses, distribution, or the validation of a large company of any kind.

Joey was born around the same time as the Internet and has grown up alongside it. He is highly motivated and exhaustively self-taught, learning at a blistering pace far beyond that of the typical photography school. Just as important, he is both confident and creatively fearless—a result, I think, of his education outside a hierarchical environment.

When you grow up receiving the validation of your teachers, you learn to depend on that validation. When you grow up on your own, you learn to trust your instincts. Joey’s education happened with a camera in one hand and an Internet-connected computer in the other. He learned Photoshop the same way his thirteen-year-old peers were learning to beat Halo: perfectly willing to die a thousand deaths en route to his goal. Photographers of Joey’s generation are different. Their education, motivations, shooting styles, business models—all different.

It helps that Joey was born to exceptionally supportive parents. They not only gave him the freedom to learn and explore photography, but encouraged him to take creative chances and pursue more ambitious gigs. I’d like to think that when my own kids hit seventeen in a few years, I’ll be just as supportive.

It was right around 2007 when I first met Joey. He was in the midst of transitioning between his parental and professional environments. Five years doesn’t sound like very long ago, but in digital native years it can be a lifetime. Joey was already shooting a steady stream of professional jobs. He had an agent in New York and another in London. On top of that, he was nearing completion of his first digital commercial product: a tutorial explaining pretty much everything he had learned to date about photography and postproduction.

Think about that for a moment. At seventeen years old, Joey already understood that he needed neither a publisher nor a distributor to be successful as a photographer. He just needed to create a digital product and put it out there. It would live or die via online word of mouth. Digital natives think differently.

The digital products were just a node in his ecosystem, but they gave him the ability to fund his photography. The symbiosis worked. He has done two more digital products since. Create and ship. Hone and iterate. Think like a digital start-up.

It was at this point that I started following Joey’s career, and we kept in touch. Word soon trickled out that he had been hired to shoot the posters for the upcoming Twilight movie. As the first adaptation of Stephenie Meyer’s book series, the movie was all but guaranteed to be a blockbuster. And they were going to let an eighteen-year-old photographer shoot the poster. It was unheard of.

A year later, in December 2008, I stepped out of the subway in London and saw his photos on the Twilight posters. They were everywhere—double-decker buses, kiosks, billboards—everywhere. I remember having difficulty processing that in my head. I took some shots and emailed them to Joey along with my congratulations.

What I would find out later was that he had seriously considered turning down the Twilight job. He didn’t feel that it fit the compass point of his career. Ultimately, his main draw for doing the posters was that the paycheck would fuel more ambitious personal projects. It would allow him to travel to India to photograph holy men without commercial backing. And the photos from that project would impress future art directors enough to garner yet more high-end commercial assignments. Lather, rinse, and repeat.

Still technically in high school (he was taking leaves to shoot commercial jobs and personal projects), Joey was already learning not just how to create his own ecosystem, but how to scale it to the point where it was creating its own weather.

Now, four years later, at a time when many people his age are holding freshly minted college diplomas and searching for jobs, Joey is largely in control of his path. He is choosy about what he shoots. He creates jobs and projects out of thin air by crafting imaginative treatments and proposals—and supplementing them with the body of work to back them up.

Rather than take a subpar job, Joey will search out creative partners for collaborative personal projects that suit them both. This is the kind of privilege formerly afforded only to successful photographers later in their careers. But Joey saw this as the shortcut to creative freedom—and success—before he was old enough to drive.

I remember seeing the images in this book as a stream over the last five years as Joey created them. I have never been one to critique photos (or, truth be told, to accept the critiques of others), but seeing all of these images together, you start to get a better sense of the photographer who made them.

What I see in these pictures gels perfectly with the person I have come to know. Joey has a deep and passionate curiosity about people. Whether his subject is a cultural icon with an eight-figure salary or a penniless indigenous person, the curiosity is equally sincere. His interaction with people is as genuine as it is fearless. And that shows in his photos.

Joey is as comfortable working with cutting-edge digital technology as he is adapting the look of an Old Master painter from the 1600s. As he shoots, he affects the air of a goofy college kid, even as he is thinking, seeing, calculating, and executing his photography. Outwardly, Joey is happy-go-lucky. On the inside, he’s as intense as anyone I have ever met. More so, I believe, than he feels he is allowed to show. But in reading the book you’ll quickly see that he always does his homework and is generally the most well-researched person in the room when it comes time to make photos.

Speaking of reading the book, the difference in voice between the words and photos will feel like a paradox. The words are those of a young adult—a passionate, well-researched young adult, but a young adult all the same. The photos, however, are those of a confident, motivated professional with more experience than many photographers twice his age.

Joey Lawrence is young, technologically literate, ambitious, and already playing the long game. He is the future of photography. Get used to it. We are now in a world where talent, creativity, fearlessness, agility, and persistence all work together to trump seniority.

This is what’s next, and it’s exciting.

David Hobby is the creator of Strobist.com.


INTRODUCTION

My interest in photography and cinematography began when I was seven, back in my hometown of Lindsay, Ontario. I used to make little home movies with a Hi 8 camera, filming scenes of my friends running around the neighborhood, being chased by dinosaurs. I used toys as props, staged scenes, and edited everything together on a VCR into minimovies.

In my early teens, I started photographing personal projects, including self-portraits and images of homeless people on the streets of Toronto. Then I began photographing local rock bands in my town. I built my own website and an online portfolio, which led to some interest outside of Lindsay, including from an electronic musician in Amsterdam, who came across my work and then contacted me about photographing him for some promotional material. Slowly but surely, I started picking up bigger band photo shoots. By the time I was sixteen, my work drew the attention of some band managers who hired me to photograph their clients and then started acting as my first photo agents. I began traveling with a few different bands, photographing them on location all over North America; I was spending much more time shooting than going to school. Luckily, my parents were extremely supportive from the start. Rather than telling me to put down the camera and do my homework, they encouraged me to follow my dream, in spite of the growing difficulty of keeping up with my schoolwork. They knew that I was doing what I was supposed to do.

All this time I had a goal, which was to move beyond music photography and progress into more substantial commercial shooting. So I started working toward a more commercial-friendly portfolio by photographing the bands in situations that would appeal to commercial clients. In addition to the standard album cover poses and group shots that my clients needed, I’d work in individual portraits, more creative setups, and sets of images that looked like ad campaigns. The bands were happy to oblige—they got more creative pictures for their press kits, and I got to expand my portfolio. While shooting promotional images for the band Silverstein, for example, I experimented by treating it more like an advertising gig for a commercial client. The image on this page looks more like a commercial portrait, lit with four different light sources.

[image: ]

My early on-set photography was a far cry from the productions I’m managing now.

Initially, these images appealed to several different entertainment clients—television and film art directors, mostly—who appreciated the hybrid style that mixed music industry imagery with commercial portraiture. I started working with a proper photo agent, and by the time I was eighteen, I was landing substantial commercial and editorial photo assignments with clients ranging from Forbes to the History channel, to the producers of the movie Twilight. From there, my career has continued to develop into larger-scale, mainstream advertising jobs for major clients throughout North America, Europe, and the Middle East.

Running a parallel track to my commercial photography career has been an evolving series of fine art projects on diverse cultures around the world. I’ve made multiple trips to remote regions of Ethiopia, Indonesia, India, and other distant lands to live among and photograph people whose cultures and belief systems are a complete departure from the mind-sets driving my commercial imagery. My fine art portrait projects aren’t done for commercial gain; they are personal, exploratory, and essential to my development as an artist. Many of the techniques that I use during these scaled-down, highly portable sessions form the basis for my commercial portrait lighting techniques. These images are a great way for me to fine-tune my approach to lighting and posing in ways that ultimately inform everything I do as a photographer.

People always ask about my “big break,” that project or image that propelled my career to a higher level. I don’t think there is one. I don’t believe that photographers ever get to a place where they shoot one great job and then are set forever. Instead, this field requires perpetual self-education and personal development. That’s how I learned photography and how I will continue to evolve as an artist. I’ve spent countless hours reading books on technique, studying old texts on classic artistic methods, visiting photography forums, and examining not only the images of esteemed photographers but also the paintings of revered masters, such as the seventeenth-century Dutch portraitists.

You’ll notice that I don’t mention putting in classroom time or getting a formal education in photography. I have none. I’ve never gone to school for photography. I’ve never assisted a well-known photographer. I’ve never worked for an ad agency or production company or studio. Those aren’t boasts. I don’t consider myself superior to anyone else because I’m self-taught. And I’m not a rebel who completely rejects the value of a formal education. This is simply the path that worked for me. More relevant for the readers of this book, it’s a path that led me to borrow, discover, and combine a variety of techniques, which I’ve blended into a distinct style that has been well received in the marketplace. I still learn something new on every shoot. The trick is to never stop educating yourself, whether it’s in school, in professional seminars, or on your own.

[image: ]

Though this was a shoot to create promotional materials for the band Silverstein, I treated it more like an advertising gig for a big commercial client. To light this scene, I applied four different light sources: The direct light from the setting sun flooded the car from the front windshield, lighting the front of the subject. My main light was a Speedotron flash head in a Chimera softbox, coming from the front of the car at a similar angle as the sun. Another Speedotron flash head shining from the back of the car acted as a backlight to separate his head from the background. And, finally, a little silver reflector positioned just below the frame and aimed up at the side of the car bounced the main light back onto the front of the car to bring out some detail.

1/200 sec. at f/8, ISO 50
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Now, I’m not suggesting that you copy my style to find success—far from it. A photographer’s most valuable asset is his or her personal vision. What I am suggesting is that the path to developing one’s personal vision may take twists and turns, but experimentation and self-discovery are extremely valuable. Because I learned many of my methods independently, I may work in a way that doesn’t make sense to some photographers. I may formulate more complicated lighting setups than are technically necessary for some situations. The result, though, is a look that is completely mine, that sets me apart. My clients and customers appreciate that I have a distinct point of view.

Every photographer should have a distinct point of view. The real trick is showing it, and having the courage to embrace it. Hopefully this book will contribute to your own journey to establish a personal vision. The lessons within are meant to be a guideline, not a step-by-step instruction manual. I suggest that you process my tips and techniques and then determine how they best apply to you. If you and I photograph the same thing with the same equipment and the same basic settings, we
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