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•• Seeking and Finding ••

Responding to internal 
interests and fully embracing 

the unknown. 

I wanted something different, but there was no 
organized space for my explorations.

Richard Avedon (on collecting 
autographs): “It was my way at the 
beginning of saying I want to get out of 
this apartment, out of this family, out of 
this world, and this is the world I want to 
join. I want to be one of those people. So it 
started by getting their autographs. Then 
I started to photograph performers.”

Responding to the feeling came first. Once my 
feelings met a viable outlet, progress happened 
rapidly. At the beginning, I had much excitement 
but very little expectation. The combination of 
newfound fervor and an openness to the unknown 
ushered me into a new world.
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Following his interests into the unknown led 
Steven Spielberg to a career in film. He didn’t take 
a standard career-building approach to creative 
life. He joyfully explored what he could do 
behind the camera while growing up in Arizona.

Steven Spielberg: “I didn’t take it 
seriously. I did it like some people paint, 
and some people like to, you know, drive 
little cars, and I liked to make little 
movies. I didn’t realize there was 50 years 
of filmmaking before me…I took a movie 
camera and I was learning sort of the 
ABC’s as I went along, but it was just fun. 
It was something to do.”

In Spielberg’s case, he wasn’t drawn to formal 
education or to the example of his father’s career. 
Nonetheless, he was gifted in the areas of his 
interest and worked extremely hard. Dustin 
Hoffman joked that Steven Spielberg works like 
someone who works for Steven Spielberg. 
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Filmmaking became a means through which 
Spielberg could engage his inner self, understand 
what he was drawn to, and connect with a 
community of like-minded individuals. 

The first step for me was to establish the freedom 
to explore my inner self—which I did through 
photography and writing—and then to allow the 
continual use of the tools of this free exploration  
to take me as far as possible.

The working artist may not always know where 
their creative path leads. In a conversation with 
photographer Andre Wagner, he shares how his 
process often leads to unforeseen ends.

Andre Wagner: I’m making work, 
making work and then in the process of 
looking at what you’re making, you start 
to find these threads. And things like, 
‘Oh ok, well maybe I should think about 
this more. Ok, I’ve got all these subway 
photos. Maybe I should think about this 
more or all these Black kids in my
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neighborhood.’ And so I kind of let 
the work talk to me and tell me what 
direction to go. And I just feel like it’s 
better like that. If I’m going out, and I’m 
making work, letting it speak to me feels 
better than me trying to tell it what to do.

Leon Bridges also shares in the shock of not 
knowing where the creative path will lead. Having 
been nominated for a Grammy award and invited 
to play at the White House since recording his first 
album, he shares that no one, including him, knew 
what was going to happen with his life.

Leon Bridges: The only thing I wanted 
to do in the beginning was to stop 
washing dishes and to help my mother 
out. I wasn’t thinking any thing past 
that. I didn’t ask to have sold out shows. 
I wasn’t asking to be known a little bit 
around the world. All that stuff is just 
icing on the cake. 
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Joy lead me away from my past and excitement 
pushed me forward toward the unknown. I took the 
steps that were in front of me and walked beyond 
the limits of my upbringing.

••
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Once I 
considered 

what I wanted 
to do, I had to 
be equally as 
considerate 

about where I 
chose to do it. 



•• Commitment to Growth ••

Being in the right atmosphere 
for the craft to thrive. 

My atmosphere was the driving force behind 
my output. Ultimately, I became the things I 
encountered. My surroundings fueled a sense of 
self and produced a new perspective. 

Zadie Smith: “I just feel I’m a writer of a 
particular place and I can’t really disguise 
it. There’s a big history in literature—
and Joyce is the most obvious example—
of writing obsessively about two miles of 
town. Even though Joyce hadn’t lived 
there in 30 years. And there’s the same 
history with New York novelists of course. 
It’s just love, right? You write about what 
you care about.”
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In a separate interview speaking of Cambridge, 
Zadie states that she believes her career has 
benefitted from “the privilege that comes with the 
place.” For the working artist, location often plays 
a major role in the development of identity and 
career.

Sam Lambert: “London helped me to 
create a strong community were we could 
express our creativity. London’s diversity 
was the main drive for me to be able to do 
what I do today.”

The city transformed me. New York was the 
right atmosphere to maximize a personality that 
had little value in its traditional setting. Once I 
considered what I wanted to do, I had to be equally 
as considerate about where I chose to do it. Miles 
Davis learned a musical foundation at Juilliard, 
but it was the Jazz community on 52nd street that 
sharpened his skills and helped him develop his 
own sound. He grew as a musician in America, 
but Paris expanded his perspective as an artist and 
as a man.
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Miles Davis: “Paris is where I understood 
that all White people weren’t the same. 
That some weren’t prejudiced and others 
were. It had only been a couple of weeks, 
but I was living in an illusion of possibility.”

 
In my early years, I repeatedly tried to change 
my actions with the hope of finding some 
fulfillment. Each time, I found myself held back 
by the familliar and bound by the limitations of 
my neighborhood. I finally saw changes when I 
moved to a place that could feed my growth and 
allow me to contribute.

••
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•• Creative in Community ••

Making Connections–The 
Artist Within Community 

Happiness wasn’t really about the work; I’m sure 
I could have done something else that would have 
also made me happy. It was about my relationship 
to myself and to the people I met along the way.

I was drawn to the freedom to express myself, to 
openly share the truth of what I felt, and to access 
new ideas in open-minded ways. The camera 
was the last part of the process. Connection to, 
and recognition of, the story I was living came 
first. Art was born out of a genuine connection to 
community.
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Andre Wagner: There are pictures I 
might have, and maybe it literally took 
me three years to get that picture. So I do 
feel like there’s a pull internally because 
you’re part of the community. You’ve 
talked to the people. You’ve walked the 
streets. You’ve seen the change. You’re 
part of the heartbeat. 

For the working artist, community connections 
often precede creative output. When working on his 
story of the Fontenelle family for Life magazine, 
Gordon Parks explains, “I didn’t take a camera 
into the house for a week after I met them. I made 
friends with the kids and by the end of the week 
I was a part of the family.” This ability to make 
connections that precede the creation of work also 
bolstered his ability to document Black Muslims. 

Gordon Parks: “Life magazine tried 
two years to get into the Muslim group 
unsuccessfully. Finally they came to me 
and said, do you think you can do it?”
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Speaking about photographer Annie Leibovitz, 
Arnold Schwarzenegger states she had of way of 
becoming a part of your life and all of a sudden 
you didn’t even notice she was taking pictures. 

Annie Leibovitz: “In order to get the best 
possible pictures, one had to become part 
of what was going on. Just do everything 
that was going on and then you’re there 
and no one pays you any mind and then 
you can take the pictures you want to 
take.”

When I first began photographing I was often 
asked about my casting process. People wondered 
how I was able to find such stylish people and 
capture them in such relaxed ways. The answer 
was simple: I photographed my friends. I also 
photographed true moments as we explored the 
world around us.
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Andrew Wyeth spent decades committed to 
painting one farm in Pennsylvania. He did the 
same in Maine and at the Olson house. He created 
a beautiful body of paintings through commitment 
to these communities. His paintings of the Black 
community members in Chadds Ford were also 
created with the same commitment to making 
authentic connections. 

Wyeth: “I didn’t paint them because 
they were Black people. I painted them 
because they were my friends.”

The friends I met along the way helped me evolve 
myself and express myself by being part of my 
life. Then, naturally, they became part of the work. 

LD 02.79



Collaboration often supports the development 
of creative identity. From Gil Evans to Charlie 
Parker, Juilliard to 52nd Street, Miles Davis 
maintained multiple high quality connections 
and collaborations. He seemed open to having 
his perspective challenged and took pieces from 
each connection to form his musical perspective. 
Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese, George Lucas, 
and other major filmmakers were friends and 
produced films around the same time. They fed off 
each other and learned from one another. 

Brian De Palma: “We all had great 
respect for each other’s work, and we 
were just trying to help each other out 
when we would see things that we thought 
could be improved.”
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My stories grew out of the city that brought 
them out, and as I grew within community, the 
voice I developed began to resonate beyond me. 
The work extended beyond my own pursuits, 
connecting with an audience and creative culture 
that provided support and inspiration.

••
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•• Communication Skills ••

Owning your narrative and 
expression. Learning to tell 

your story. 

I was taught to listen and follow; to learn the right 
thing and do the right thing well. In this new world, 
filled with artists, stories, and perspectives, I had to 
learn to listen and speak. I needed to listen to the 
voice of my inner self and take ownership as the 
sole gatekeeper of my stories.

Solange: “I do have—and I’m unafraid 
to say it—a very distinctive, clear vision 
of how I want to present myself and my 
body and my voice and my perspective. 
And who better to really tell that story 
than yourself?”
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I never felt qualified to pick up the camera and 
take photos for myself. In some ways, I still 
don’t feel qualified. In the beginning, even 
when I decided to take responsibility for my 
creative output, I made sure to follow closely to 
past models: Avedon, Lindbergh, Parks, Penn. I 
learned to produce a complete story by consuming 
work that felt complete. Storytelling became 
less about individual images and more about the 
complete expression of my internal self. 

In the Miles Davis documentary, Birth of the 
Cool, I related to Mile’s emphasis on the complete 
picture. It wasn’t just the music but also the clothes 
he wore and the lifestyle he lived. He gave almost 
as much attention to his persona and the things 
surrounding the music as he did to the music itself.  
He branded himself as cool. 
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For many working artists, the creative process is 
simply about controlling the narrative of one’s 
own life. 

Steven Spielberg: “The camera was my 
pen. I wrote my stories through the lens. 
And when I was able to say ‘action’ and 
‘cut,’ I wrested control of my life.”

I fought past my parents’ predetermined path. The 
creative process allowed me to take part in the 
direction of my life and create a story that I desired 
for myself. I found success by knowing myself, 
being committed, and passionately building around 
my personal truths.

••
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•• Balancing Acts ••

Living life within multiple 
worlds

Gordon Parks decided to pursue photography 
although he had been playing classical music 
on a high level since he was a child. Rather than 
restricting himself to a single field, even a field he 
enjoyed, he chose to explore a new discipline. He 
is most notably known as a photographer and film 
director, but Parks didn’t abandon music simply 
because he found joy and success in photography.

Kermit Moore, Cellist: “It’s interesting 
that people don’t really know his music 
the way they know his films and his 
photography. He was not a ‘Johnny come 
lately’ to making music. He played piano 
as a teenager, so he’s been playing piano 
all of his life. He’s a fine pianist.”
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I was forced out of my comfort zone and moved 
abruptly into the unknown. For me, change came 
quickly, but many working artists benefit from  
maintaining elements of the past while pivoting to 
more creative ventures.

Shaka Maidoh: I was able to live a double 
life—you know, Superman, Clark Kent. 
I was able to focus and do several things 
up until I was able to get to a stage where 
I was able to decide which path I really 
wanted to take, not for my parents but for 
myself.

The transitional space presents privileges that 
may aptly allow for more secure growth and 
understanding of oneself. This understanding may 
likely lead the working artist toward long term 
pursuits that are rooted in an established identity. 
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There is transformational and transitional potential 
in the creative process. The work can take you out 
of your situation. This was the case for me as I 
was going downtown. I was able to experience 
a new world as an observer and create work that 
spoke to that world. My true, daily experience was 
nothing like the culture I connected with as I made 
photographs. While I had aspirations to live in that 
creative reality, some artists are drawn by curiousity 
to the lived experiences of those around them. 
Zadie Smith grew up in public housing in London 
before moving out when she was eight years old. 
Her fictional writing allows her to explore varied 
worlds and lives whilst still remaining present in 
her own truth.

Zadie Smith: “I realized after I published 
On Beauty that a lot of people in America 
think that I grew up in some upper-
middle class family. But the On Beauty 
family is not my family.”
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Artistic success can often be found by effectively 
communicating genuine expressions rather than 
conforming to an industry standard. Andrew 
Wyeth’s work was influenced by the two rural 
communities in which he grew up and lived his 
life. Although New York was the center of the art 
world, he remained tied to the areas that genuinely 
represented who he was. 

Michael Komanecky, Chief Curator, 
Farnsworth Art Museum: “New York 
was the center of the art world. That was 
not Andy’s world.”

Photography presented me with the opportunity 
to establish myself in a new context. This same 
medium offers the potential to navigate multiple 
worlds at once and witness a diversity of truths. 
From this perspective, I’ve been fortunate enough 
to understand myself and recognize the beauty 
that exists in the world around me.

••
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Appendix
References and Included Images

Note: Unless directly quoted, all statements have been 
edited for clarity.

Image 02: Rog Walker on train platform. Photographed 
by Florian Koenigsberger. Harlem, NY. October 2020.

Reference: Richard Avedon quotes and career information 
sourced from Darkness and Light, a documentary film 
directed by Helen Whitney. This documentary is an 
episode in the American Masters television series from 
PBS. Aired: 1996.

Reference: Steven Spielberg quotes and career 
information sourced from HBO’s Spielberg documentary 
directed by Susan Lacy. Release: 2017.

Reference: Andre D. Wagner was interviewed at Rog and 
Bee Walker’s former studio in Bronx, NY. The interview 
and photos were originally captured for Paper Monday’s 
“Storytellers” portrait series. 
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Reference: Leon Bridges was interviewed by Rog Walker 
in Bronx, NY. The interview and photos were originally 
captured for Paper Monday’s “Perspectives” video 
portrait series. 

Reference: Zadie Smith’s statement about being “a writer 
of a particular place” was sourced from an interview with 
Christopher Bollen for Interview Magazine. Originally 
published August 24, 2012.

Reference: Sam Lambert and Shaka Maidoh quotes and 
information sourced from their TED Talk, The Building 
of a Global Village, at TEDxTottenham. Published May 
17, 2019.

Reference: Miles Davis quotes and career information 
sourced from Birth of the Cool, a documentary film 
directed by Stanley Nelson. This documentary is an 
episode in the American Masters television series from 
PBS. Aired: 2020.

Image 03: Photographer Andre D. Wagner. Photographed 
in studio by Rog Walker. Bronx, NY. April 2018.

Reference: Gordon Parks quotes and career information 
sourced from Half Past Autumn, a documentary film 
directed by Craig Rice. Release: 2000.

Reference: Annie Leibovitz quotes and career information 
sourced from Annie Leibovitz: Life Through A Lens, a 
documentary film directed by Barbara Leibovitz. This 
documentary is an episode in the American Masters 
television series from PBS. Aired: 2007.
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Reference: Andrew Wyeth quotes and career information 
sourced from Wyeth, a documentary film directed by 
Glenn Holsten. This documentary is an episode in the 
American Masters television series from PBS. Aired: 
2018.

Reference: Stephanie Nnamani was interviewed at Rog 
and Bee Walker’s former studio in Bronx, NY. The 
interview and photos were originally captured for Paper 
Monday’s “Storytellers” portrait series. 

Reference: Solange’s statement about having a 
“distinctive, clear vision” was sourced from an interview 
with Beyoncé for Interview magazine. Published January 
10, 2017.

Image 04: Solange photographed by Rog Walker. New 
York, NY.  This photograph was taken the day after the 
Met Gala. May 03, 2016.

Reference: Zadie Smith statement about the On Beauty 
family was sourced from an interview with Christopher 
Bollen for Interview magazine. Published August 24, 
2012.
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