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Homer Sykes who's work was featured in 'How We Are', Tate Britain's first major photography exhibition,
London 2007. Photo and text © Graham Harrison.

Homer Sykes

Nearly four decades after seeing photographic prints hanging on the walls of the Museum
of Modern Art in New York, British documentary photographer Homer Sykes welcomes
the acceptance of photography by Britain’s art establishment, writes Graham Harrison.

The 2007 Tate Britain show ‘How We Are : Photographing Britain’ was the first major exhibition of
photography at the premier gallery for British art.

An examination of the British identity through the eyes of the nation’s documentary photographers ‘How We
Are’ featured the work of Martin Parr and Daniel Meadows. It also featured the work of Homer Sykes who was
inspired to begin a life as a documentary photography during a visit to another great gallery, nearly 40 years
earlier.

FINDING A STYLE

Since that moment of inspiration Sykes’ career has followed a long path that began with self-financed long term
documentary projects and also included editorial and commercial commissions, agency work and teaching
before returning to the commitment of more personally inspired documentary projects.



The two most recent of these Hunting with Hounds and On the Road Again have been published by Mansion
Editions, his self publishing concern created in 2002.

Homer Sykes was born in 1949 in Vancouver, Canada to American and Canadian parents. His father, killed in
China before Homer was born, was a keen amateur photographer as too, it transpired, was Homer’s new step
father.

He moved to England with his mother when she remarried in 1954 and by the age of 16 Sykes had built his own
darkroom under the the eves of the art department at his boarding school. He also had a darkroom at home for
use during the holidays (if the chemistry will not be missed the wonder of your own images emerging in the
gloomy red glow of a safe-light had an intimate alchemy now lost to the electronic chip and computer screen).

The young Homer became an avid reader of Camera Owner (later Creative Camera) and the new newspaper
colour supplements. He became interested in creative magazine photography, and in images with a personality
that could be attributed to a particular creator rather than to just any photographer. He became especially
interested in photographs that were good enough to explain themselves and needed no text.

In 1968 Sykes enrolled for a three year photography course at the London College of Printing (LCP — now
LCC) and on his first summer vacation travelled to America where in New York he visited the Museum of
Modern Art. There, hanging on the same walls as canvases by the greats of modern painting he found prints
from the acknowledged masters of documentary photography. Sykes realised that photography was already seen
as art in the United States.

Burk Uzzle, Lee Friedlander, Garry Winogrand, Robert Frank, Bruce Davidson and Henri Cartier-Bresson all
became instant heroes. “I hoped to — and thought I could — do what they were doing and set out to do it” says
Sykes. He wanted to create a fusion in his own style between the American street photographer genre that he
loved (because of the way their images appear spontaneous, accidental and stylish) and that of the humanitarian
reportage and documentary photography of the old and great Magnum photographers.

Once a Year

S0ME TREADITIONAL BRITISH CUSTOMS

HOMER SYKES

Once a Year — Some Traditional British Customs : a discovery in
the LCP library led Homer Sykes to his first major, and most career defining subject.

A SUBJECT OF ONE’S OWN

Back at the London College of Printing, Sykes spent his lunch hours wandering the nearby tenements working
on his street photography, and browsing magazines in the college library.

Looking for something to shoot for an Easter holiday project he came across a copy of In Britain magazine and
a picture of the Bacup Coconut Dancers and decided to travel to Lancashire to photograph their annual Easter
dance.

“I then realised that there were many other customs that no one was documenting, and it became fascinating
researching the project, which began to grow and grow” said Sykes who spent days at the English Folk Dance




Society and other libraries hunting down obscure traditional customs that took place annually around Britain,
and then turning up with his Leica M2 and M3 in distant towns and villages to find himself the only
photographer in attendance.

Homer Sykes had stumbled upon his first important, and most career defining subject. Success followed with
the touring exhibition ‘Personal Views 1850-1970° put on by the British Council in 1970. In 1971 ‘Traditional
British Calendar Customs’ was shown at the Arnolfini Gallery, Bristol, and ‘Traditional Country Customs’
where Homer’s work was shown with the photographs of Sir Benjamin Stone, was held at the ICA in London.
Homer’s first book Once a Year — Some Traditional British Customs was published by Gordon Fraser in 1977.

% ‘How We Are’ : four of the most iconic images of British customs
taken by Homer Sykes in 1970 were hung on the walls of Tate Britain in 2007.

BUILDING A CAREER

One of Homer’s teachers at the LCP was David Hurn, the Magnum photographer who had been with the
legendary agency since 1965. Hurn’s flat was just down the road from where Homer lived, and the aspiring
photographer used to hang out in the famous meeting place to soak up the atmosphere. There he met Josef
Koudelka and Ian Berry, both of whom he got to know well. He also became friendly with Peter Turner of
Creative Camera, and Bill Jay who was then publishing Album magazine.

Crucial to his future survival Sykes learnt how vital retaining the rights to his work would be “I once went
round to Ian Berry’s home to do some copying of colour slides into B/W and he showed me his monthly archive
sales statement from Magnum. We talked about copyright and how important it was for a freelance to keep
ownership. At a similar time I remember a conversation with David Hurn in his flat about the importance of the
Magnum archive, and how keeping the rights was essential for an independent photographer.”

Around that time in the early 70s Sykes started working with and supplying the agency Viva in Paris, the John
Hillelson Agency and Camera Press in London, and Woodfin Camp in New York.

“I was shooting weekend demos, and small news features for them, as well as doing general commissions for
these agents. So I knew about selling on a story and stock sales, and retaining my copyright when
commissioned.”

“Those days were very different from now, I remember when Viva sold to Bunte the German magazine, a set of
photographs of mine taken in Barbados in 1973. My share was £200 and this was not for their use — Bunte had
bought the first rights, just to look at the pictures !”

As they offered travel and the possibility of regular and interesting well paid work Sykes sought and got work
from all three of the UK’s weekend colour supplements The Sunday Times, The Telegraph and The Observer.

Sykes also worked on hard news stories abroad for the weekly news magazines Newsweek, Time, and the short
lived Now! magazine. Assignments included covering conflicts in the Middle East, West Africa and Northern
Ireland. For some time it seems Homer was a long way from the coconut dancers of Lancashire.

The compromise was the discrete and lightweight old Leicas had to go into a cupboard and he started using
Nikon SLRs which with built-in metering, motor drives, and a variety of optics were more suited to shooting the
transparency films required by the magazines of the time.

Today Sykes welcomes the new freedoms automated digital cameras have given to the professional
photographer. With his Leicas Homer says he always worked in black and white, intuitively “shooting for the
shapes” and enjoying the spontaneity the cameras afforded. Moving by necessity to SLRs and slide film slowed



the process of working.

But now he believes the full automation of digital equipment has given him back that old Leica spontaneity.
This time in colour. “We are just at the beginning of the digital age, and we should explore the freedoms the
technology affords us” says Homer. “The nature of digital means the profession is far more competitive than it
ever was, however what’s still most important is what you see, why you look, and how you interpret what you
are looking at.”

Homer adds, “It doesn’t really matter about 10 or 20 million pixels, ultimately the best photography is about
vision.”

HOLDING FIRM

In the 1970s and 80s Homer had many arguments with picture editors and lost commissions because of his
insistence on implementing what he had learnt from Berry and Hurn although many picture editors of that
generation sympathised with his argument. Some even turned a blind eye to ensure he kept his work.

In 1989 Sykes joined Network Photographers (which had been founded by Mike Abrahams, Mike Goldwater,
Barry Lewis, John Sturrock and Chris Davies) but the hoped for stock sales and assignments did not materialise,
and by 2000 Network found itself in serious trouble.

Homer believes that neither the agent nor the photographers had grasped the reality of the new photographic
age. The old photo agency business dependent on established relationships and courier delivered transparencies
and prints was disappearing fast. New well financed global digital corporations like Corbis and Getty were
changing the supply and demand of images and editorial stock prices were starting to drop. On top of this new
vibrant agencies like Laif and young hungry photographers were moving into Network’s market position.

“We thought Network Photographers could be a boutique agency in a global business and that the Network
Photographers name would carry us through the difficult times” says Sykes, “looking back that was quite
ridiculous, not least because we were under-funded and badly advised.”

In 2004 fresh finance was found and a new management team was put in place, but it transpired that the new
management had no practical experience of the photographic business and Sykes was, “kicked out” of Network
because he would not sign an exclusivity contract. Although invited to rejoin in 2005 Homer found that the die
had been cast and Network folded in February 2006.

“I never wanted to run my own picture library, but at the same time I was aware of the importance of my
collection of images, and of their long term value” says Homer who concedes that life has come full circle, as
he now spends most of his time developing and running his archive, much as he had done in the 1970s.

“However, I really wish I was able to do more photography and spend less time in front of a computer screen.
But the hope is that once my entire archive is online — and providing the new online libraries don’t change their
procedures too much over the coming years — I ought to be able to do less and less online work and get back to
photography, creating new stories, sets of images and shooting more personal work.”

The important thing Sykes says is that there is now a massive world market, thanks to the web, “especially for
single iconic stand-alone images.”

The Life Library of Photography book Documentary Photography (1970) defines documentary photography
under the title, “To See, to Record — to Comment,” as being a visual representation of a deeply felt moment, as
rich in psychological and emotional meaning as a personal experience vividly recalled.

For Homer Sykes documentary photography is about working on a subject over a long period of time, getting to
know and understand it. “I have always tried to add my personality to the images, to their content and the way
in which they are taken, and certainly I want to be involved in how they are edited and put together” says
Homer, adding, “all this takes time and commitment.”



HOMER SYKES " e
e il V s “Revisiting my early work has actually allowed me to move
Jforward,” Homer Sykes about On the Road Again, which he self-published in 2003.

To see what Homer means take a look at his most personal of projects, the self-published book On the Road
Again. Here photographs taken on his Leica M3 and standard lens during his early travels in the United States in
1969 and 1971 are brought together with images taken in 1999 and 2001 using the same camera and lens which
had come back out of the cupboard and been dusted off.

On the Road Again received good reviews, and raised Homer’s profile giving him back the confidence that had
been sapped by the Network debacle.

“And of-course it created income. I wanted to start working on my own stories and shoot pictures for myself
over long periods of time, as I had originally planned to do. I realised that I had to move on from the day to day,
week by week photography that I had been doing to make a living to a more independent, creative position.”

“I also realised that there was an art photography world that I wanted to join. I hoped that my most recent books
Hunting with Hounds and On the Road Again might help me into that area, and I think they have.”

“It is interesting that going back and revisiting my early work has actually allowed me to move forward.”
Speaking about his work from the 1970s being hung on the walls of the premier gallery of British art, Homer

Sykes says, “the great thing is that photographers have finally been accepted by the art establishment, and this
could just be the beginning of a renaissance in documentary photography values in Britain.”

DOCUMENTING BRITISH CUSTOMS :

Sir Benjamin Stone (1838-1914) who’s images were featured in the Tate Britain exhibition ‘How We Are :
Photographing Britain’, was the most notable among a number of documentary photographers working at the
end of the nineteenth century and during the early years of the twentieth century. A prolific and talented
photographer, he even had his own fortnightly magazine Sir Benjamin Stone’s Pictures which could be bound
by collectors into two volumes : Parliamentary Scenes and Portraits and Festivals, Ceremonies and Customs.

BY HOMER SYKES :

® Once A Year — Some Traditional British Customs,

Gordon Fraser (1977)

* Shanghai Odyssey, Dewi Lewis (2002)

* On the Road Again, Mansion Editions (2002)

* Hunting with Hounds, Mansion Editions (2004)

* Blitz Kids, Skins & Sliver Spoons, Café Royal Books (2013)

* Brick Lane and Co: Whitechapel in the 1970s, Café Royal Books (2013)
» Working Men: Club and Coal, Café Royal Books (2013)

* A Tinkers Tale, Café Royal Books (2013)

e Stonehenge: 1970s Counterculture, Café Royal Books (2013)
* Toffs Hat Flat Cap, Café Royal Books (2013)

More information on Homer’s books

* Homer Svkes’ web site




* The exhibition Homer Sykes: England 1970s 1980s is at the Maison de la Photographie Robert Doisneau,
Paris from 26 June to 12 October 2014.

e TateEtc review of the 2007 Tate Britain exhibition How We Are : Photographing Britain

Link to the PHOTO HISTORIES slide show Unknown Homer Svkes : The English 1968 — 78.

Homer Sykes was photographed at Tate Britain in London in June 2007. Text and portraits of Homer Sykes copyright © 2007
Graham Harrison
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