
Photography Anders Edström
Interview Jeff Rian 

Photographer Anders Edström’s much-imitated style, thirty 
years in the making, is as relevant as ever. Despite being a self-
confessed fashion illiterate, he is now the subtly leading voice 
for designers and copycat photographers. 
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I met Anders Edström over 20 years 
ago. It was the mid-1990s and both 
of us were transplants, living in Paris, 
working for a magazine then called 
Purple Prose. Back then his French 
was better than mine, but his English 
was excellent, and we became friends. 
This amateur magazine was made 
possible by the Apple Macintosh com-
puter. It all started in Elein Fleiss’s 
apartment, then moved to a separate 
space, which became a Paris hub of 
the so-called independent movement 
in music, cinema, fashion, and art. 
Martin Margiela was at the core of this 
indie fashion, turning it away from glam-
our and seeming to spiritualize grunge. 
Anders became something like the 
house photographer. His pictures 
exemplified the turning away from the 
glamour of glossy magazines toward 
the independent movement’s attempt 
at humanism empowered by the con-
nections made with self-similars from 
across the globe. Anders portrayed 
life without artifice — other than light, 
for which he remains visionary.

How you did get into photography?
“I was born in the north of Sweden in 
a town called Frösö but we moved to 
Nyköping when I was two-and-a-half. 
It’s a small town 110 kilometers south of 
Stockholm. When I was 16 my mother 
remarried, so we moved to Enköping, 
another small town, 80 kilometers 
northwest of Stockholm. I started pho-
tography when I was 20, but only after 
I’d done seven and a half months as a 
Lapland Ranger in Kiruna, and when 
that was done I worked at a construc-
tion site building a small bridge in 
Enköping. My job was to walk around 
with a heavy little vibrating machine 
that packs the earth really tight. I lived 
at home again, waiting to start a course 
in economics. At that time everybody 
said there would be a lot of job opportu-
nities if you studied economics. I didn’t 
know what else to do. So on a Sunday, 
in September 1986, after I’d started the 
economics course, and having nothing 
to do, I asked my mother if she could 
show me how to develop black-and-
white prints. We had all the equipment 
at home because she and my father had 
been good amateur photographers 
back when I was born. They divorced 
when I was five, so the enlarger had 
been sitting in the corner of a room all 
these years unused, gathering dust. 
There was also a big box of prints 
they’d made. When I was growing up, 
sometimes I’d look through them. 
Anyway, the day I asked her to show 
me how to develop pictures, she lent 
me her Nikon F and told me to get a 
roll of black-and-white film. I shot pic-
tures of smoke and leaves and our 
house and a few other things and the 
following Sunday she showed me how 
to develop. We first developed the roll 
and then set up the darkroom. While 
we were waiting for the film to dry, she 
showed me how the enlarger worked 
and how the light hit the photographic 
paper. Then we put the paper in the 
developer. All that was interesting I 

thought, but when the picture started 
to emerge on the paper it was like 
magic. It was so interesting and so 
beautiful. Instantly I was hooked. I felt I 
wanted to do this.”
 
Did something happen that got you to 
take photography more seriously?
“I took it very seriously from that first 
print. During that year of studying eco-
nomics, I kept taking pictures and 
printed almost every night until five in 
the morning. I finished the economy 
course but all along I knew I wanted 
to become a photographer. It was the 
only thing I could think of.”
 
What were your early pictures like?
“The first pictures I took, in 1986, were 
similar to the pictures I take today, but 
in those days I only used black-and-
white film.”

When, and why, did you shift to color?
“In 1988 I started using a bit of color, 
just to try it, but I still preferred black-
and-white. Color just wasn’t as fun, 
especially in the dark room because 
when you print color it has to be pitch 
black so you only see the finished print 
when you turn the light on. I experi-
mented a lot at the time in order to make 
it more interesting and exciting. I devel-
oped color film in the wrong way in order 
to get unusual effects. I used filters and 
so on. It was fun but felt gimmicky, so I 
went back to printing color in a normal 
way. By 1992 I was shooting color and 
black-and white-and I liked mixing the 
two in edits that I’d stick up on the wall. 
I liked seeing a black-and-white pic-
ture next to a color one. I used different 
kinds of color film. Sometimes grainy 
with weak colors and sometimes strong, 
vivid, sharp colors. I did the same with 
the black-and-white — sometimes con-
trasted and sharp, sometimes grainy. 
Around 1995 I thought the mix of the 
two was too much about searching for 
effects. I wanted something plainer, 
simpler, so I stopped shooting in black-
and-white, even though I thought it was 
nicer to look at. Shooting only color, with 
no effect at all, not even different kinds of 
film, was more difficult because it didn’t 
look interesting. Black-and-white was 
easier because everything looked nice. 
That’s why I switched to color.”
 
It seems to me you choose a harder 
rather than and easier path — as if you 
want to push yourself or maybe the 
medium. Were you trying to make things 
harder for yourself as a kind of test? 
Does that say something about you or the 
what you wanted to do with photography?
“I think it says a lot about me. I always 
seem to take the difficult path. A part 
of it is a test for myself, to see if I can 
do it. Even if the results aren’t so good, 
at least you tried. Like when I applied 
to the Lapland Rangers. I wasn’t par-
ticularly interested in the military but 
I thought that if I was going to do mil-
itary service, I should do it up north in 
harsh weather conditions. I wanted it 
to be physically tough and I wanted to 
see how to live in tents for two weeks at 

a time in -40 degrees Celsius. I wanted 
to know what it’s like. And because it 
was tough it was only for seven and a 
half months instead of a year. It’s prob-
ably the hardest thing I’ve ever done. 
The easier path always seemed either 
crowded or boring to me. Since a very 
young age I always took the harder one. 
It’s exciting. It’s addictive. As a photogra-
pher I needed a different angle in order 
to take a different kind of picture. I tend 
to resist things that are too easy, like light 
that is too pretty or perfect. That’s what 
make my work mine. I want the work to 
be tough, hard, and dry. I don’t want it to 
be too easy to make or to look at.”
 
Why did you move to France? What hap-
pened there?
“I moved in 1990. I’d been assisting 
commercial photographers for a couple 
of years. They were doing pack shots 
and photographing computers for 
Nokia with big complicated setups. 
Sometimes it would take a day or two to 
take only one picture. It was a really good 
way to learn about lighting and tech-
nique. But once I knew how to do what 
they knew, I realized I wanted to work for 
fashion photographers. I was fed up car-
rying computers and placing them on 
a background. I wanted to photograph 
people because they talk and move. 
A lot of Swedish assistants went to New 
York during that time. I didn’t want to do 
the same as everyone else so I went to 
Paris. I also wanted to learn French.”
 
Let’s go back to the beginning. Did you 
study photography or did you right away 
assist photographers? 
“I tried to get into a school but I wasn’t 
accepted, so I found a photographer 
in Stockholm who needed an assis-
tant. He did pack shots and simple por-
traits. He wasn’t that good but it was 
enough for me to start learning. I got 
a lot better at printing black-and-white 
pictures. The contrast and density had 
to be exactly right in order to see the 
details. Often I had to make a hundred 
prints from the same negative and they 
had to look exactly the same. It sounds 
easy but if you don’t know what you’re 
doing you’ll fail. That particular pho-
tographer had a terrible temperament. 
He scared me. I’d wake up in the mid-
dle of the night and go to the studio 
just to make sure I’d locked the door. 
After eight months I was fired for mak-
ing one mistake too many.”
 
Do you recommend others working as 
an assistant?
“Yes. But I think it’s best to work for 
someone who doesn’t have too much 
of a style because it’s hard not get 
caught up in their style. It prevents 
you from finding your own voice. 
The photographers I worked for were 
photographing computers for Nokia 
and things like that. It was really good 
because the lighting was very precise. 
It’s good working for someone who 
does still life pictures. It’s much eas-
ier to understand how the light works. 
If it’s fashion there are just too many 
other things to consider, the models 

moving around, and stylists, make-up 
artists, hair-dressers, and so on. 
It makes it hard to concentrate on 
learning anything about light. I wanted 
to learn technique in order to be free 
to do what I wanted. In the end I chose 
to work almost without any technique, 
but that’s because I learned so much 
about technique. I still use that knowl-
edge when I need to.”
  
Can you describe a pack shot, and what 
might make them different from other 
kinds of photographs?
“It’s when you photograph a pack-
age of aspirin or any kind of package. 
You put it on a background, usually 
white. The first photographer I worked 
for often used a toned background, 
faded from white to blue or from 
white to gray. He’d put a light with an 
umbrella on each side to make it soft 
and even. He wasn’t very good, so it 
was a bit too even. The photographers 
I worked for later were more refined. 
But the goal was to photograph the 
package without too much feeling or 
taste. You should just clearly see what 
the package looks like.”

What’s the difference between shooting 
commercially and shooting for your-
self?  What are the different kinds of 
pressures? Does one influence the 
other in the way you shoot?
“The pictures I take for myself are effort-
less. There’s no pressure. I do them 
without thinking but at the same time 
I’m fully concentrated. I still like shooting 
commercially because it’s a challenge 
—it’s like an exercise in picture-taking. 
You have to find a way to make it look 
interesting to a broader audience. 
My natural instinct is very different from 
that, so I have to be inventive in order 
for the client to be happy and, at the 
same time, for me to not be ashamed 
of what I’ve done. You don’t want to be 
a total sell-out.”
 
How did you come to be shooting for 
Martin Margiela?
“When I went to Paris in 1990 I started 
learning French at Alliance Française. 
I wanted to assist fashion photogra-
phers at the time. In my class there 
was a Norwegian guy named Peter 
who wanted to become a designer, 
so we decided to take some pictures 
together. He was going to do the styl-
ing. He said he knew a Norwegian girl, 
Else, who took care of the press for 
Martin Margiela. Peter thought maybe 
we could borrow some clothes from 
Margiela’s studio. I didn’t know any-
thing about fashion and I didn’t know 
who Margiela was. But it seemed fine 
to me, as long as we could get hold 
of some clothes. We told Else that 
we were doing a shoot for a Swedish 
magazine called Slitz, so she lent us 
Margiela’s clothes. We did the shoot 
with two girls in a tunnel. Two days later 
Else called. She was angry. Someone 
from Slitz had called her to request 
clothes. They said they wanted to do a 
special Margiela. So we were busted. 
Else told me that at least she wanted to 
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see the pictures we’d made. I printed 
some in my kitchen. The next day I 
went to Margiela’s and Else opened the 
door. I gave her the box with the prints 
and she slammed the door in my 
face without a word. The next day she 
called me. Only now she was friendly. 
She’d shown the prints to Martin. 
He liked them, and that’s how I started 
working for him.”
 
Can you describe your way of shooting?
“I try to take my pictures in the simplest 
way possible. I improvise. I believe 
in luck. I find myself extremely lucky. 
In the end I almost always find some-
thing that interests me. But I tend to 
be interested in things most other 
people aren’t interested in. Which, in 
itself, is lucky. I also look intensely at 
things around me. If I have an assign-
ment I try to figure out some sim-
ple idea, like a few different places 
to shoot. I also try to find people who 
seem interesting to photograph. 
So, I look for non-spectacular places 
and ordinary people. Inevitably, how-
ever, a shoot turns out to be different 
from what’s planned. Something comes 
up. The light is always different, and 
when I photograph aperson, almost 
always something unexpected hap-
pens. But I’m open to the unexpected, 
even when it’s disappointing. There 
isn’t one “good” way to shoot anyway. 
Even bad pictures can become inter-
esting with time.”

What kind of camera did you first use? 
What’s been the evolution of your gear?
“My first pictures were shot with the 
Nikon F my mom had lent me. Later I 
used my dad’s Nikon F2. I’ve always 
used Nikons, but for a few years, when 
I worked in a studio for two photogra-
phers in Stockholm, I was able to try all 
their cameras: a Hasselblad, a Mamiya 
6-by-7, a Sinar (4-by-5 inch). For a while 
I owned a Rolleiflex, a Pentax 6-by-7 
and a Linhoff (4-by-5 inch), which was 
given to me by the two photographers 
as a departure gift. They helped me 
get my confidence back, after being 
fired and then working for two weeks 
with another lunatic photographer. 
I don’t perform so well when screamed at. 
Who does? Anyway, they were so kind 
and so good at lighting. They really 
taught me a lot. I was very “into” cam-
eras. I loved them because they were 
mechanical—no battery was needed. 
So for a few years I was using all of 
them for different ways of shooting and 
to get different results. Somewhere 
around 1992 I decided to go back to 
where I started. I wanted to take pic-
tures without any effect. So I started 
using my dad’s Nikon F2. I loved that 
camera. It’s a machine. The pictures 
are neutral, plain, direct, and very 
unlike a Leica, for example, where the 
pictures come out pretty and some-
times almost too poetic. From 1995 
until 2016 I used a Nikon FM3A, which 
is as good as the F2, but much lighter. 
I wanted to use the most neutral 
camera, which for me was like using a 
ball-point pen to write.”

Were there photographers that influ-
enced you? Can you say why?
“There were a few. My parents had 
Nothing Personal by Richard Avedon. 
I looked through it sometimes when 
I was growing up. I liked that book. 
Later, when I started getting inter-
ested in photography for real, I saw an 
Irving Penn exhibition at the Moderna 
museum in Stockholm. The prints of 
cigars and cigarettes blew me away, as 
did other pictures he made. It was the 
best I’d seen. People around me were 
interested in Robert Mapplethorpe, 
though I didn’t really like him, and didn’t 
dare tell people. I never liked Henri 
Cartier Bresson’s pictures either, but 
I reacted strongly to them and even 
tried to copy them. I remember a 
poster by the French photojournalist 
Edouard Boubat. I thought a lot about 
that picture. There was something 
magical about it. But apart from that, 
I don’t know so much about other 
photographers. I stopped looking quite 
early on, but I have a pretty good idea 
about other photographers.”
 
Something that has always struck me 
about your pictures is the light. In some 
cases, the light appears in mid-range, 
and the subject, whatever it is, happens 
to enter the light. Or maybe it’s a spider 
in a web and appearing like a star on a 
stage. But it’s never something spec-
tacular, it’s always something com-
pletely normal. You talk about looking. 
And you talk about what interests you. 
And you talk about simplicity and no 
effects. Is it the light that you wait for?
“Yes, I’m drawn to light. Everything 
changes with the light. But I also try 
to resist it. Sometimes I try to ruin it by 
taking pictures that have no beautiful 
light at all. When anyone starts taking 
pictures they begin by paying attention 
to light. Photographers search for this 
because it’s such an important aspect of 
a picture. Doing that every day for over 30 
years your eyes become trained. You get 
better. But then after taking a lot of pic-
tures with perfect lighting you become 
bored of the perfect picture. You start 
to be interested in the less strong ones. 
The slightly failed ones. Quite early on I 
realized that virtuosity is boring if it’s too 
easy. Most people can learn that. I’m not 
interested, except in sport, because I 
love to watch beautiful athletes who can 
do everything effortlessly. I don’t like the 
same in art or music, or photography.”
 
Another thing that has struck me is 
that your subjects are quite varied, 
and yet many are close to you—which 
you come across in your everyday life. 
You’ve shot your family, friends, places 
you go. I remember fashion shoots you 
did for Purple of people you saw on the 
street that had an interesting look. It’s 
as if you’re turning the ordinary into the 
extraordinary. Is that what you look for?
“When I first started taking pictures, 
living in Enköping, a small uninterest-
ing town, I photographed things around 
me because I wanted to take pictures 
in order to make prints. I loved print-
ing so much. I wanted to see if I could 

photograph smoke for example. Or to 
see what the difference would be if I 
took the same picture at various aper-
tures and speeds. I was more inter-
ested in the camera as a machine than 
in the actual pictures. When I started 
working for photographers I focused 
more on the style of a picture, so I tried 
to make it look interesting. That’s when 
I did all those technical experiments. 
But I ran in to a dead end. It was like I 
was screaming for my pictures to be 
liked. But being me, I tried to be differ-
ent and the result was that they were 
quite ordinary. There were a lot of other 
people who also tried to be different, 
so everybody looked the same. It was 
like a competition in who could scream 
the loudest. That’s when I realized I 
had to stop and to think about what 
I had done to that point. The first rolls 
I’d taken in 1986 looked so much more 
interesting than the ones I’d taken later, 
having more technical knowledge. 
So I started to take pictures using a 
more basic technique, which seems 
effortless. I used a small format camera 
and photographed things close to me. 
It’s what I’ve been doing ever since.”
 
You’ve lived in a number of different 
places — Paris, London, and Tokyo. 
Did these places affect your way of 
shooting?
“Yes. Absolutely. They changed me 
mentally, too, because of the differ-
ent kinds of people and the different 
landscapes and architecture. Paris 
was difficult because the architec-
ture was too present. The sidewalks 
were always being cleaned by sweep-
ers in green outfits. I have a problem 
with green and red. I felt stuck. I needed 
a change of scenery. So after some 
years I wanted to leave Paris. We moved 
to London. London was also diffi-
cult at first because I missed Paris 
and I didn’t feel the place belonged to 
me yet. I can’t just go to a place and 
start taking pictures. In the pictures I 
take for myself, I feel like I can only do 
them when it’s right for me. It seems to 
take about three years in a new place 
before I know what to photograph. 
The place has to become mundane 
to me. So when I started feeling that 
in London, it was suddenly amazing. 
I loved to cycle around the city, look-
ing at people on the street, the mix 
of architecture, the wastelands, the 
light, the change of weather. All that 
was very inspiring to me. Tokyo was 
extremely difficult. It almost made me 
quit photography because I couldn’t 
see anything I wanted to photograph. 
I cycled around every day for hours. 
But nothing. I thought seriously about 
quitting. I didn’t feel the drive any-
more. I took a picture here and there 
just for memory but I didn’t like them. 
So I started to accept the fact that I 
probably wasn’t a photographer any-
more. Then in October 2006 Curtis 
Winter and I filmed The Anchorage, 
a movie we made on the island in 
Sweden where my family has had a 
house for years. During the filming, 
with me as the cameraman, I realized 

I was good at it. I could see pictures 
again. I also realized my skill hadn’t 
disappeared. It was simply more difficult 
for me to shoot in Tokyo. So when I went 
back to Tokyo, now believing I could still 
take pictures, I forced myself to shoot 
and found a way to take pictures in 
Japan. It’s also due to the fact that three 
years had passed, and Tokyo started to 
look mundane and familiar to me.”
 
When you take a photograph do you have 
some kind of a destination in mind? 
“I record things I see. I collect images. 
It’s an obsession. I don’t know the real 
reason I take them. It’s mainly to have 
them. Then I build series with them. 
It’s like getting different ingredients 
for a soup.”
 
You’ve made a number of books and 
had exhibitions. But mostly your pic-
tures have appeared first in magazines. 
When you started, independent maga-
zines like Purple were like new art forms. 
The Apple Macintosh computer changed  
the world, allowing people to make 
their own magazines. Was that the new 
standard in photography in the 1990s, 
magazines first?
“It’s just the way it happened for me. 
At first I wanted to be a photographer. 
I wasn’t thinking about what kind of 
photographer. I wanted to take pictures 
and I wanted it to be my profession 
because I liked cameras and developing 
pictures, and all the technical aspects of 
photography. At first I was happy doing 
pack shots, then fashion, and later to 
express myself with it more freely.”

You’re shooting digitally now — I know 
because you told me. Tell me about 
that. Is this the future of photography?
“I’d been planning to shoot on film 
until I die, but at one point I got tired 
of people making comments about it. 
And I didn’t like people talking about 
how much more beautiful film is. 
Also, I’d lost the feeling of doing the 
most ordinary thing, like writing with a 
ball-point pen. People write on comput-
ers these days. So film all of a sudden 
felt retro to me. I hate retro. So in 2016, 
after 30 years of shooting with film, 
I switched. Now I’m thinking it would be 
nice to do 30 years of digital pictures 
as well. I’ve been shooting digitally for 
two years, and I’m so happy I made the 
switch. It changed the way I work. I even 
like the look of digital better. It’s much 
rawer. It’s not pretty.” 
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Helsinki/Stockholm/Tokyo/Copenhagen/ Enköping/ Berlin/ Paris/ 
London/Milan photographed by Anders Edström
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