
these protected areas that is moving and compelling. 

A spirit can be discerned. You can find context for your 

images – and complete your sentences – through a 

number of avenues. If you are fortunate, the context 

may be provided by your own distinctive style and 

the interest that exists around your work. You as an 

individual, with a particular worldview, provide the 

context. More often though, context comes from the 

images being part of a story-led project where they 

work together to support a narrative. And by the way, 

context is more than putting similarly themed images 

together in a set: that’s equivalent to choosing words 

for a sentence because they all begin with the first three 

letters: quirky, but it’s not how language works. If you 

are struggling to find the context that makes sense of 

your pictures, start by asking yourself what they are 

about. Something as vague as “the transitory nature 

of light” or “the impermanence of life” isn’t going to cut 

it, I’m afraid. But if you can summarise in a sentence 

what links the images, then you’ve found their context. 

The Wild Wonders of Europe project linked its diverse 

collection of photographs under the simple theme 

of “Europe’s natural crown jewels”. The Meet Your 

Neighbours initiative links its white background images 

of wildlife around the world with the description of 

“backyard biodiversity anyone can go and see”. There 

is no doubt that finding the context for your images 

gives you a much better chance of having your voice 

If you want your pictures to be noticed, first figure out 

what they’re about, says Niall Benvie.

Imagine you’re at a really great party. There are lots 

of interesting people but as more and more arrive 

it gets louder and louder until all you can hear are 

random words. It becomes impossible to follow any 

conversations. The single words you overhear are 

intriguing but, by themselves, don’t make any sense. 

Suddenly, the party seems a lot less interesting. I think 

there are clear parallels with the photographic world 

we’re now part of. We’re awash with intriguing images 

that, by themselves, don’t make sense. They may make 

us smile or frown for a moment but without context, 

without other images to “complete the sentence”, their 

impact is fleeting, their meaning unresolved. Vincent 

Munier’s 2010 book “Au Fil des Songes” (Kobalann) 

presents an interesting case study in context. The book 

is, on one level, about the nature reserves of Lorraine 

in France. But it is also a very individual expression of 

Vincent’s feels about these places. The photography is 

far removed from the sort that fills stock libraries and 

nature magazines and if the collection of images were 

to be broken down into individual “words”, some would 

probably fail to elicit any “likes” at all on a Facebook 

page. But provide these with a context, of similar 

supporting images and words, and something coherent 

and individual results: a complete statement about 

Alpine forget-me-not is a species likely to shrink in range as climate 

change shifts it ever higher up the mountains. The picture forms part of the 

Nostalgia for Snow project which looks at what we will loose if the climate 

continues to warm. The context transforms it from a single interesting word 

into part of a dialogue.

It’s all about context



Nostalgia for Snow also highlights those cultural activities 

which rely on snow or ice - activities likely to become faded 

memories in just a few generations.

 found their context. The Wild Wonders of Europe  

project linked its diverse collection of images under 

the simple theme of “Europe’s natural crown jewels”. 

The Meet Your Neighbours initiative links its white 

background images of wildlife around the world with 

the description of “backyard biodiversity anyone can 

go and see”. There is no doubt that finding the context 

for your images gives you a much better chance of 

having your voice heard. Even then though, you may 

be struggling if your photography is generic. Generic 

photographs are easy to spot. They look like hundreds, 

thousands of others taken at the same place or of the 

same species. It’s as if the photographer has taken 

what they think people expect to see rather than 

what they actually saw and felt. There is no element 

of individual expression: the artist has deferred to the 

apparatchik within. The words of others substitute the 

photographer’s own. Munier’s photography in “Au Fil 

des Songes” is anything but generic. It doesn’t try to be 

popular by seeking out “the jumping squirrel”, “plunging 

kingfisher” or any number of well-explored clichés. 

Instead the images are personal. And because of this, 

there is a sense of authenticity that is as palpable and 

fresh as when Laurie Campbell broke the mould of 

traditional British nature photography in the late 1980’s. 

People have an instinct for the authentic - and value 

it. You might ask why any of this matters and wonder 

what’s wrong with making copies of photos you like 

by other people. If you’re content to work as a human 

photocopier that’s fine but you’re putting yourself down, 

allowing others to speak for you. Photography provides 

an incredible platform for self-expression, for framing 

and sharing your worldview. Why wouldn’t you take full 

advantage of it? Find your words and say what you 

need to.
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