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From humble beginnings and a slide projector, Sydney’s Reportage 
festival of photojournalism has grown into a major multi-media 
event. Alison Stieven-Taylor finds that reports of photojournalism’s 
death are greatly exaggerated.

Reportage celebrated a decade of documen-
tary photography in Sydney in November. 
The event provided a rare opportunity for 
ProPhoto to talk to all four co-founders of 

the festival – David Dare Parker, Jack Picone, Stephen 
Dupont and Michael Amendolia. I asked them about 
the evolution of the festival which has grown out of 
intimate soirees in terrace houses around Sydney to be-
come one of the most important biennial documentary 
festivals on the Australian photography calendar.

On the day I meet with the Reportage found-
ers, the heavens open and sheets of rain engulf the 

National Art School in inner-city Darlinghurst. In transit 
on my way back to Melbourne, I cart my luggage, 
dodging puddles as I make my way through the maze 
of buildings to find the room where Jack and Stephen 
are holding the first session of a Reportage Masterclass 
that will last the week. David is also there to lend his 
colleagues a hand.

Earlier that morning Michael Amendolia andAmendolia and and 
I enjoyed coffee under the eaves overlooking the 
gardens. The setting is tropical; jacarandas are in full 
bloom, purple petals falling with the drumming of the 
rain, leaves glistening; a heady mix of fragrance, mist 

and heat filling the air. In the courtyard large prints 
in both black-and-white and colour have been hung 
against a backdrop of sandstone bricks. The images 
are powerful – some disturbing, others curious – but 
all point to the reality; the art of photojournalism is far 
from dead despite the numerous statements that have 
been made in recent times about its demise.

In The Beginning
Michael explains that the idea for Reportage came 
from “…the lack of real acceptance in Australia to show 
the deeper dimensions of the photo documentary 
essay. Photojournalists were travelling and doing  
stories on their own accord. Newspapers would show 
one photograph, and cover stories that involved  
parochial concerns. There were few forums to show  
the work in any depth”. 

In many ways times haven’t changed. The  
inaugural Reportage festival – which was a one-day 
event – was born out of “…a little meeting at the Stills 
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Gallery about documentary photography… during 
that meeting Stephen [Dupont] spoke to David [Dare 
Parker]. The next day I bumped into Stephen and we 
talked more. 

“Then we all got together at David’s house to toss 
around ideas and agreed on a name. Stephen secured 
the Valhalla Theatre, I got Canon [Australia] on board as 
a sponsor and everyone pitched in to help.

“We were inspired by the festival Visa pour L’Image 
in Perpignan where they held night projections and 
decided we’d do our version. In 1999 social media 
didn’t exist so to get exposure we printed post-
ers and placed them in as many cafes as possible, 
really simplistic stuff. The Sydney Morning Herald ran a 
piece because a couple of their photographers were 
involved, and the rest was word of mouth, but we 
managed to get about 500 people to this one day  
of photojournalism.”

The first event included discussion points about 
photojournalism and where it was going and what 
should be done to promote it.  Photojournalists 
showed their work and held interactive talks. 

“It was very unsophisticated, raw and imperfect,” 
says Michael Amendolia, “but it was also very effective 
and revved up a lot of energy about the power of this 
sort of work.” 

Experiencing Photojournalism
In many ways the first Reportage festival was an exten-
sion of what the photojournalists had been doing 
among themselves for years. In lounge rooms and 
backyards around Sydney photographers often came 
together to share their work and experiences. 

“I remember one time Jack [Picone] had just come 
back to Australia after living overseas for sometime, 

and we held a night for Jack to show 
his work. Another time Peter Solness 
hooked up a screen in his backyard 
and Philip Blenkinsop showed his 
work – our version of a slide night. 
These evenings were unedited and 
impromptu. If you were in the link of 
words you’d find out about it.”

Michael also showed his work in 
this fashion. 

“I worked with Professor Fred 
Hollows in the last six months of his 
life. A couple of times Fred invited me 
to his house to do a slide projection 
for supporters of the Fred Hollows 
Foundation.”

Fast track ten years on and we have a sophisticated 
multi-media capability and immediacy in the way we 
communicate that is connecting the world. This has, 
in some ways, transformed Reportage into a multi-
dimensional way of experiencing photojournalism, but 
it is still about the photojournalistic and photography 
community. Michael says he is “…thrilled about how 
it’s come up”.

For it to be a manageable exhibition, the 
Reportage Retrospective had to be about single imag-
es, not photo essays, explains Michael.

“We were looking for one photograph that said 
as much as it possibly could about the topic. Some 
were pure documentary photographs where the pho-
tographer was on the spot, capturing events as they 
unfolded. Others were almost poetic with wonderful 
nuances. But all of them made you feel something.”

The Reportage founders were co-curators of  
the exhibition. 

“We all have our own subjective experience of 
photography and come with our own values,” states 
Michael. Yet around 80 percent of the images were 
agreed upon. “These pictures just stood out”. 

In selecting the remainder, Michael says there was 
a general discussion along the lines of “what do you 
think about this... I’m happy to let it go to that one 
because I actually like five pictures in that series…  
and in some scenarios it was like, that is the picture, 
that’s the best. 

“I learned a lot from Stephen and his perspective 
on things during that process, which gave me another 
way of considering the images.” 

The Reportage 2010 professional category win-
ner was Adam Ferguson, an Australian photographer 
whose photographic essay Afghanistan: America at War 
questions popular culture’s romanticism of war. Adam 
is based in New Delhi and his work has been published 
in magazines including Time, Vanity Fair and the New 
York Times. The winner of the student category was Liz 

Photographs by Liz Loh-Taylor from the series 50+ Years On. Liz won the 
student category at Reportage 2010. All images copyright 2010.

Visitors at the Reportage 
Retrospective exhibition 

which celebrated ten 
years of the festival  

and was staged in 
the courtyard at the 

National Art School in 
Sydney. Photographs 

by Michael Amendolia, 
copyright 2010.

Writer, critic and 
photographer Robert 

MacFarlane was invited 
to open Reportage 2010. 

Photograph by  
Michael Amendolia, 

copyright 2010.
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Loh-Taylor for her work 50+ Years On which is a series 
about the Palestinians who have lived as refugees in 
Lebanon for 50-plus years.

Raising The Bar
Each Reportage festival the standard is higher and 
there are more entries, says Stephen Dupont who this 
year was also the curator for the projections. 

“It is a totally strange situation where the market 
has shrunk to a degree where editorial [print] virtually 
doesn’t exist anymore and people are fighting to get 
their stuff online, but the photographers coming out 
today are probably better than they were 15 years ago. 
It was challenging to select the projections because 
there is so much good work. I looked for the strongest 
photography, but also for interesting stories so there 
was a variation of subject matter.” 

Stephen laughs as he remembers those early days 
of the festival, using slide projectors to show photo-
graphs and playing soundtracks to add ambience. 

“Now multi-media production values have turned 
many of the projections into short films,” he says.

Jack Picone agrees that some of the submissions 
they saw this time around were more technically  
complex in composition, if not photographically. 

“In a classic photo essay you are talking about  
pictures that primarily work singularly, but can also 
work collectively. But with multi-media often people 
will put pictures in that aren’t remarkable and wouldn’t 
stand up in a traditional photo essay. But add audio, 
music, time lapse with video grabs, and words and 
you get an impression of something…it is still telling a 
story, it’s legitimate. It’s perhaps the new frontier.”

David Dare Parker adds, “You wouldn’t want to lose 
the tradition of the still image because it is so powerful, 
it still resonates for me.”  

He ruminates on the idea that photography in the 
future will need a vehicle, like an Apple iPad perhaps, 
so that those who view multi-media essays will be 
able to freeze an image and “…learn something or be 
inspired or informed by what they are seeing”. 

Staying Alive
All four men agree that photojournalists have always 
made their own stories and will continue to do so, 
even if the ways to present their works are changing. 

“Photojournalism is going through metamorphose 
not transition,” states Jack. “On one hand traditional 
print media is contracting and on the other the tsu-
nami that is the World Wide Web is going at breakneck 
speed. What has fallen behind in this environment is 
the financial compensation. In many ways the Web 
is lawless. There are a few online magazines paying 
nominal amounts, but perhaps as they become more 
established and generate revenue it will follow that if 
they want quality providers they will pay for it.” 

David believes, “People will demand greater  
quality from their digital communications as the  
model matures and becomes even more integrated 
into daily life”.

Their words echo the sentiments of News Limited 
boss Rupert Murdoch who is banking on people being 
willing to pay for quality news coverage online. Writers 
and photographers alike are curious as to how this 
space will unfold. 

Writer, critic and photographer Robert McFarlane, 
who opened the 2010 festival, was particularly taken 
by some of the subject matter tackled by young pho-
tographers in the projections. Topics such as “…margin-
alised sexual behaviour and drug-taking were photo-
graphed with great passion,” he comments. 

Asked to single out one 
photo essay which particularly 
appealed to him, Robert suggests 
Dean Dampney’s From Innocence 
and Back. “In a sense this went 
back to classical story-telling in 
the illuminations on youth and 
very young children and pro-
voked a very strong reaction from 
the audience… Classical story-
telling in pictures, even though 
presented in a new way, struck an 
important chord.”

Embracing  
New Media
When you walked around the 
exhibitions and viewed the  
projections it was hard to rec-
oncile the notion that photojournalism is dead even 
though we have all heard the banging of that drum. 
Robert McFarlane agrees, “People keep taking docu-
mentary images. The new media will accommodate 
this and, if we don’t use it, we are fools. Annie Liebovitz 
made an interesting comment. She said that even in 
the avalanche of television and moving images, there 
is something about the still image that stops you, that 
you can study, which endures”.

Robert Pledge, co-founder of Contact Press Images 
in New York, who was also at Reportage 2010, has 
worked in the field for 40 years. He told me photo-
journalism had supposedly suffered many deaths 
over the decades as the environment has changed. 
“I don’t know how many deaths we are entitled to,” 
he laughs. “What we do know is things are changing. 

The globalisation and the digitisation of our world are 
transforming the landscape. What it will look like in 
ten years, nobody knows. I am wary of predictions, I’ve 
heard so many and few have become true. The only 
thing one can safely say is technology is playing an 
important role and will shape things to a great extent 
in the future.”

Of course, a festival such as Reportage doesn’t 
just come together on its own. Festival director Jacqui 
Vicario, curators including the Reportage founders and 
Billy Plummer, the Awards jury, exhibition designer 
Susan Freeman and all the people behind the scenes 
should feel proud that this celebration of photojournal-
ism and social documentary photography continues 
to meet its original objectives; to give the genre the 
exposure it, and its subjects, deserve. 

BELOW: Photograph by Dean 
Dampney’s from his series 
From Innocence and Back. 
Copyright 2010.

Photographs by Adam 
Ferguson from his essay 
Afghanistan: America at War. 
Adam won the professional 
category at Reportage 2010. 
All images copyright 2010.
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