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THE BUSINESS

P ortfolio reviews are a key way for
freelances to present their work to
agents, editors, picture editors, book

publishers, and gallery owners, all of whom
are gathered under one roof, and available to
look at your work; as opposed to their
workaday environments, when they are scat-
tered all over the place and often unavailable.
So their value is not open to doubt, but with
the number of review events increasing year
on year, it can be hard to decide on which to
attend.
One of the biggest considerations for

freelances is cost, both of the review itself,
and of attendant expenses, such as travel,
accommodation and subsistence. Costs
quickly add up, especially if you are thinking
of travelling further afield, say to the annual
Houston FotoFest in Texas, widely seen as
the initiator of the portfolio review format.
Prices vary greatly, so you need to be realistic

about your budget, especially if you have just
set up as a freelance or recently graduated. 
Before you research the portfolio reviews

available, it's worth spending some time
thinking about why you want to attend a
review, and what you are hoping to get from
it. Then there's the all-important question,
who are the reviewers? You need to consid-
er which reviewers are the most appropriate
to you, given your aims, and it helps to have
a back-up list, in case your first-choice
reviewers are booked. Learning how to pres-
ent your work is one of the first steps a pho-
tographer needs to learn, advises Voies Off
reviewer, curator and Photo-Festivals'
Director Yasmina Reggad (www.photo-festi-
vals.com). In a world that increasingly oper-
ates online, the review is also a valuable
opportunity to put a face to name and, per-
haps, build a rapport. 
Portfolio review sessions are held over any-

thing from one day to a week, with most review
slots offered on a first-come, first-served basis to
be booked online. Check the details carefully,
read up about the reviewers and book early to
be sure of getting the ones you want. Voies Off
in Arles is different, in that it offers review slots
on a daily basis, with photographers queuing to
book reviewers. However, when it comes to the
duration of the review, there seems to be con-
sensus - nearly all last 20-minutes. 

What the photographers say

Peter Ainsworth  www.peterainsworth.co.uk 

A ttended various portfolio reviews at
different stages in his career. His first
was Rhubarb in 2003, and again in

2004, 2005, 2007 and 2009. He has also
attended ones at The Whitechapel Gallery
(2006, 2008, 2009), at Quad Derby 2008,
and Fotofest Houston 2010. 

You’re Not Alone
Miranda Gavin talks to industry professionals from both sides of the picture desk, to get the
lowdown on photo festivals internationally. Freelances Peter Ainsworth, Rob Hackman, and
Judith Lyons, and reviewers Dewi Lewis of Dewi Lewis Publishing and Kiri Scully, Milim
Gallery Manager at Millennium Images Ltd, provide comments, tips, and advice 

Les Rencontres d’Arles
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Why did you decide to go to portfolio reviews?
How did you choose which ones to go to?
The original reason I went to the review was
because I wanted critical feedback. Outside
an educational context, it is hard to get this,
particularly without an immediate network
of creative practitioners. This is still the case.
It's about starting a dialogue about the work
and the issues that surround it. The hard sell
approach in these situations is a mistake. 
My choice of review was mainly dictated

by money. I would like to go to PhotoEspana,
Les Rencontres d’Arles and other global
reviews, but international trips have a whole
other layer of cost attached to them. 

How much did it cost you, including other
expenses? How long did you get? Were you able
to choose reviewers or was it first-come first
served? 
Three days at Rhubarb costs about £500, but I
usually only do one day (around £200). I have a
friend in Birmingham, so accommodation costs
are negligible, though I do recommend staying
in the same hotel as the reviewers. Discussions
tend to happen as much over breakfast or in the
bar as they do at the review table. So that adds
about £90 a night. The train from London costs
about £30 return, if you book in advance, and
£50 per day for food (a lot less if you don’t
drink!). The other major expense is the portfo-
lio, which can be about £500. All in, it's a ball-
park figure of about £1000. As a comparison,
Houston costs £750, the hotel was about £900,
the flight £400, food etc about £50 per day. 
The reviews last 20mins. Rhubarb works in

a different way to Houston. At Rhubarb, you
tend to get the people you book, whereas at
Houston you are given a list of people available,
and you list them in terms of preference (from
1–30). At both events, there's the opportunity
to pick up floating reviewers, and be a review
vulture, waiting to grab reviewers when others
don’t turn up. I would say that at both events,
you'd probably see about 10 people a day.

Was the advice relevant? 
Yes, it's been invaluable, though obviously
some people like your work, and others hate
it. On my first outing, reviewers were highly
critical of the body of work that I had taken
to the event. I was fresh out of my under-
graduate degree in fine art, and had no real
understanding of the marketplace or the
roles that the reviewers had within this con-
text, ie what they actually did professionally. 
I assumed they would all like the work,

and be jumping over each other to show it in
magazines and gallery spaces. Unsurprisingly,
I was wrong. It was a reality check, and made
me profoundly question my approach to the
photographic image. It made me think that I
needed to produce better, more coherent
work, and that I needed to get educated. 
The next review, I went with a specific

agenda. I have 12 images. I am applying to
do an MA. I have to submit six. Could we
discuss the merits of the work? This was real-
ly useful, as in essence I had some 20 inter-

views with industry professionals. 
When it came to the interview for the

MA, I was used to talking in a structured
articulate manner about my practice, and I
felt more aware of the wider concerns that
the work touched upon. 
I was getting professional contacts; making

people aware of my practice, and starting to
develop an intimate understanding of both the
marketplace and trends in photography
through exposure to the work of people I met
at the event, talking with them and questioning
their motivations as photographers. In 2009, I
received the Hungry Bursary to go to Rhubarb,
and from this prize was awarded the opportu-
nity to go to FotoFest 2010 in Houston, which
was the first time that I had presented my work
in an international context. 

Are portfolio reviews a good idea in terms of
time and money? Are the returns worth it?
Why not make appointments and go round
with your book to see people?
I would really recommend doing portfolio
reviews. Yes, it is often hard. Yes, it's drain-
ing, and perhaps not the best space to get an
in-depth understanding of a photographer’s
practice. However, professionally, and in
terms of future opportunities, these events
are invaluable. They are definitely a good
idea in terms of time and raising your profile. 

Industry professionals simply don’t have
the time to give you a response to work in a
detailed way. Portfolio reviews provide an
opportunity to put faces to names, and are a
starting point to get people interested in a body
of work, or indeed the development of your
practice in general. There is also an element of
‘buzz’ about reviews. Reviewers talk about
what they have seen during the sessions, and
recommend people to see to each other.

Peter Ainsworth Hints & Tips 
•I regret producing a 20x24ins 
portfolio. I've had more success
with a 20x16 portfolio, with an 
example of a scale print to 
show the reviewer if interested
•Listen to what the reviewers 
are saying: don’t be too scripted 
•Have written a 500-word 
statement about your work,  
but take an organic approach 
•Don’t be too pushy towards 
reviewers in social situations

•There is a lot to learn from 
other participants

Right: © Peter Ainsworth: Untitled, from the series

Covered, 2009
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Judith Lyonswww.judithlyons.co.uk

A ttended two portfolio reviews. The first
was Rhubarb Rhubarb's Cultivate, a
two-day event tailored specifically to

recent graduates and early-career artists, in
2009. The second was the portfolio review clin-
ic at the BJP's Vision last November.

Why did you decide to go to portfolio reviews?
How did you choose which ones to go to?
Attending these portfolio reviews offered the
opportunity to show my work to industry
professionals, to network and to get feedback.
Both Cultivate and Vision offered an opportuni-
ty to do this in London at a relatively modest cost.

How much did it cost you, including other expens-
es? How long did you get? Were you able to
choose reviewers or was it first-come first served? 
Cultivate cost £80 for two seminars, which
lasted from noon to 18.30, together with
three portfolio reviews. However, on the day
there were a number of floating reviewers,
and most people were offered the opportu-
nity to see up to five industry players. The
reviewers were a diverse but high quality mix
of representatives of leading museums (the
V&A) and galleries (The Photographers’
Gallery), picture libraries, photographic
agents and photographers. Delegates chose
their three booked reviewers online, and
each session lasted about 15-20mins.
Because the event took place in London, my
travel costs were minimal and there were no
accommodation costs.

The portfolio reviews at Vision were also
excellent value. A ticket for the event including
a number of free lectures and the trade fair cost
£10, and the portfolio reviews cost an addition-
al £5. Unlike at Cultivate, delegates were allo-
cated to reviewers on a random basis, which
meant that you were less likely to have a review-
er tailored to your interests. I had two reviews,
both with practising photographers. While both
were friendly and gave helpful advice - one of
the photographers following up with an email
with further thoughts and recommendations -
they were not in a position to directly offer
opportunities for showing or selling work. Once
again, as the event took place in London, my
expenses amounted to no more than a return
tube fare and the price of the ticket.

Was the advice relevant?
Yes, the advice I received at both events was
relevant and helpful. Although I was offered
an opportunity to submit work to a picture
agency, the contacts, advice and suggestions
were actually even more helpful.

Are portfolio reviews a good idea in terms of
time/money? Are the returns worth it? Why
not make appointments and go round with
your book to see people?
I felt that both of these events offered a good
bang for your buck! Although Cultivate was
more expensive, the quality of its reviewers was
excellent. They seemed genuinely committed
to encouraging and supporting emerging tal-
ent. It was particularly interesting to note the

high degree of interaction and discussion that
took place between reviewers in their breakout
room. The reviewers obviously discussed the
work that they had seen, and passed on post-
cards and details of photographers they had
seen to others who they thought might be
interested in the work but had not spoken to
the photographers concerned. A fellow pho-
tographer saw a gallery owner going home at
the end of the day with one of her postcards in
her hand, even though she hadn't seen the
individual concerned.-

Judith Lyons Hints & Tips
•Think what you are hoping 
to get out of each session 

•Book early 
•Get there early. Ask 
whether there are any spare  
slots. Make the most of hav-
ing so many people to talk to 

•Better to have a small quan-
tity of strong work than lots 
of work you don't believe in

•Ask people if they would be 
willing to look at your port
folio, even if you don’t have 
an appointment 

•Have a notebook, and plenty 
of business cards 

Below: © Judith Lyons: Unnatural Forms 2
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Rob Hackmanwww.robhackman.com

A ttended portfolio reviews at
Rhubarb Rhubarb in Birmingham
in 2008 as well as the fringe festival

reviews, Voies Off, at Les Rencontres d’Arles
Photography festival, and the portfolio
reviews there this year.

Why did you decide to go to portfolio reviews?
How did you choose which ones to go to?
Rhubarb Rhubarb is in the UK, so it was easy
for me to attend, and it seemed to have a good
variety of reviewers. I had a body of work that
I had just exhibited, Portafall, and was looking
to move the project on. However, I quickly dis-
covered at the review that it was much more
suited to a European market – European
reviewers responded more positively to it com-
pared to the UK reviewers, which was useful to
know. I also wanted to use the review to air
ideas for my next project, Bunker Albania,
which would cost money. I was able to decide
if it was worthwhile beginning the project by
running the project idea past reviewers.

How much did it cost you, plus expenses? How
long did you get? Were you able to choose
reviewers or was it first-come first served? 
I left booking reviewers a bit late the first
time, which I won’t do again. You want to
get every single reviewer on your wish list.
The first review was over two days, with
around eight reviews, which was exhausting.
At Rhubarb Rhubarb and Les Rencontres
d’Arles, you can go online and book your
reviewers, whereas at Voies Off, reviews are
offered on a first-come basis, with people
queuing up and then choosing reviewers. 
On top of the actual cost of the review,

which I think was about £300, I had to pay for
transport, a hotel for two nights, plus food and
drink. It all adds up. Much of this can be
claimed back on tax, but nonetheless it initially
comes out of your pocket. Usually portfolio
reviews last for 20 minutes, which in most cases
is not long enough and in a few, far too long.

Photography is very much a solitary prac-
tice, so it’s refreshing and enjoyable going to
reviews, mixing with like-minded souls and
developing long and gratifying friendships. If
my memory serves me, Alison Nordstrom said
something along the lines of, “When you are
hounded by the police, yelled at by the picture
editor, and vilified by the press, gatherings such
as this remind us that we are not alone.”

Was the advice relevant?
Usually, yes. My philosophy is 'nothing is ever
wasted', but this also depends on where I am
with the body of work. For the first review, I was
feeling out the relevance of the Bunker Albania
project, with the next two reviews, I was look-
ing for a more critical analysis, and reviewers
who would point out the projects weaknesses.
So harshness was appreciated. The comments
of two reviewers at Rhubarb have been
extremely valuable. Reviews are not always
about hunting down a deal, they're also about
assisting you to look at your work from varying
perspectives; stepping back and being objective.

Are portfolio reviews a good idea in terms of
time/money? Why not make appointments
and go round with your book to see people?
Yes, so long as you book early and get suit-
able reviewers. The total cost is a lot, but
when it's broken down I believe it's good
value. For example, this year at Arles, 10
portfolio reviews are around £250. That's a
one-on-one review for £25, which is pretty
good value if you select appropriate review-
ers. Under different circumstances, I would
have had to fly to another country to show
the work, so in comparison £25 is a bargain. 
You could take a portfolio round and see

people, but I've never found this approach to
result in anything positive, and neither have
many of my friends. There aren't enough hours
in the day to call on people, and expecting
reviewers to drop things to look at your work is
unreasonable. Even Alfred Stieglitz sent Ansel
Adams away when he cold-called him, and

asked him to come back later. Only after you
have met someone either socially or formally,
such as at a review, are you more likely to get
a response when contacting them. Calling out
of the blue is, I believe, a waste of time, not
just theirs, but yours too. 

Rob Hackman Hints & Tips
•Don't book the first review of 
the day. The reviewer is 
most likely not yet focused, 
and has other things on their 
mind. Also, don't book at the 
end of the day, as the reviewer
can often be image fatigued

•Leave a gap between 
reviews to get your portfolio 
in order. Write notes while 
the review is still fresh in 
your head, get a drink & chill
•What you show, and the 
questions you ask of a pub-
lisher as opposed to a cura-
tor, may differ, so get this all 
in order - in your portfolio 
and in your head

•Don't show too many photos. 
You want to allow time for talk

•Take a lot of prints, then 
edit down to a dozen or so 
for each review. At the end 
of this edit, have several 
blank pieces of paper to 
indicate the end of the edit. 
If the reviewer continues 
looking past the blank 
pages to see more images, 
you know they're genuinely 
interested 

•Don't make your prints too big
•Keep an eye on the list of 
reviewers. Some are added, 
and it maybe worthwhile 
reshuffling your schedule to  
see them

•Don't feel compelled to talk 
Give the reviewer a respect
ful amount of silence to look 
through the portfolio 

•Give them a business card 
or a small print to remind 
them of your work

•Don't over extend your slot 
so that it eats into the next 
person's time 

Below: © Rob Hackman, from Bunker Albania
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What the reviewers say
Kiri Scully, Milim Gallery Manager,
Millennium Images Ltd 
www.milimgallery.com

K iri Scully has worked for
Millennium since last October, set-
ting up the online print sales gallery

Milim Gallery. Scully conducted portfolio
reviews at this year's Voies Off festival in
France, and also did portfolio reviewing
when she worked at Foto8magazine.

How do you decide which ones to attend?
Which are the 'better' ones, and what do you
expect as a reviewer.

Budgets are quite low in the industry these
days, so it's not possible to attend all the fes-
tivals and portfolio sessions that you would
like. However, as Arles is known to be one of
the best photo festivals, it seems that this is
worth investing in. I would expect to see
good quality work, because it's quite a top-
notch festival. This isn't always the case,
however. You tend to see a real mix of styles
and stages of work. 

Do you get paid to review. If so what is the
agreement?
I only got paid for the usual time I do at
Millennium, which is two days a week.

However, I did three days’ worth of review-
ing. That was the agreement, as my expenses
were paid, and I was free to do what I liked
outside of that time, which is fair enough, I
suppose. 

Of the portfolios you see, what
percentage/how many (roughly) stand out/are
you genuinely interested in?
It varies on the day. The first and second day, I
only saw about one or two that stood out, of
about nine or 10 portfolios. The last day, I saw
about four. In all, probably about six out of 30
portfolio reviews. It doesn't sound like a lot,
but I suppose it's like shooting a roll of film. 

Below: Meditation on a Spring Garden  

© Judith Lyons



Dewi Lewis, Dewi Lewis Publishing.
www.dewilewispublishing.com

D ewi Lewis has attended numerous
portfolio reviews over the years,
including Rhubarb (Birmingham),

Fotofest (Houston), Santa Fe, Arles,
PhotoEspana, Berlin Fotobild, Atri Festival
(Italy), Lodz Festival (Poland), Format
Festival (Derby).
How do you decide which reviews to attend?
Which are the 'better' ones and what do you
expect as a reviewer?
I try not to do more than two or three in a
year, though this year I have done far more. I
generally go to ones that I feel will attract a
high quality of work, though I will often also
do them to support an organisation that I
believe in, or one which works with younger,
emerging photographers. I do have a con-
cern that some organisations are increasing-
ly using them as a key revenue source, and
before agreeing to attend, I am increasingly
beginning to check that I am happy that pho-
tographers are not being exploited.

Do you get paid to review, if so what is the
agreement?

Arles makes a per session payment (10
reviews per session – 10 euros per review),
but reviewers cover their own expenses,
including transport and accommodation.
None of the others make any payment at all,
though they do cover hotel and travel and
some meals (Rhubarb covers all meals). But
generally, it means that going to portfolio
reviews is not a profitable enterprise – it actu-
ally costs the reviewer something to go.

Of the portfolios you see, what percentage
stands out, are you particularly interested in?
It’s very variable, and even though the over-
all quality is often high, there can be occa-
sions where very little has a real spark. As a
general rule, I would say probably less than
5% of the projects we see have serious inter-
est to us as publishers. Probably another
10% are great as exhibition projects. 
However, even if a photographer doesn’t

have something of immediate interest, we
will keep in touch (often over several years).
We can also advise on whether publication
(by any publisher) is a realistic proposition
for the type of work that a photographer is
doing. f2

Kiri Scully Hints & Tips
Preparing for a review 
•Edit your work down to your 
best pieces with enough vari-
ety. Take out the weak pictures 
•Tailor your portfolio to the 
companies you are going to 
see. You've only got 15-
20mins, so cut to the chase 

•Don't show work in plastic 
sleeves. It deteriorates the 
quality of the images

•In some cases, large prints 
don't do the image any favours 
•Keep things simple. I'd 
rather see images presented 
in a box than a complicated 
presentation that doesn't 
work so well 

•Always get a second opinion 
on presentation. In fact, as 
many as you can

•Reviewers have a lot of 
work to see, and they can get 
bored, so make it interesting
•Always research the 
company reviewing your 
work, and ensure that your 
work is relevant to the re-
viewer and the organisation 

During the review 
•How you display your 
images is the first thing 
that's noticed. It needs to 
grab the reviewer’s eye 

•Be prepared to explain your 
work. Giving context to 
images is vital

•I had a photographer’s work 
to review. He left while I 
looked at his work, and then 
came back to see my reac-
tion. I wasn't impressed 

•Prepare some questions to 
ask during the session. You 
have a limited time with pro-
fessionals, so you may as 
well pick their brains 

After the review
•Follow up. Don't wait for us 
to get in touch with you. 
We'll probably forget, unless 
the work is really something 
spectacular 

Dewi Lewis Hints & Tips
Preparing for a review
•Make sure your portfolio is coherent, that it is properly 
sequenced, and the quality of material shown is consistent 

•Be prepared with what you want to say – the time you have is short
During the review
•Decide on one major project to show. Definitely don’t show a 
miscellaneous portfolio of all your various work 

•Explain your project clearly and briefly 
•Don’t talk the whole time – listen. Have a clear idea of the 
questions you want to ask 

After the review
•Write up notes and double check any contact details given 
•If the previous presentation didn’t seem to flow well, 
resequence the portfolio

•Adjust the intro chat if necessary 
•Take note of all the comments, but remember that no review-
er is infallible. We have different likes and dislikes, we often 
have fixed views on things, and we may be totally wrong 

•Once back home, keep in contact with those reviewers who 
showed interest, write and thank those who were particularly help-
ful. A letter is better than an email – the gesture is remembered!
•If you got a negative reaction last time, don’t go back to the 
same reviewer. Reviewers hate to see the same person time 
and time again when they don’t like the work

BJP Vision http://tinyurl.com/y9bnpfc Annual London, November
www.formatfestival.com Biennial event, Derby
www.fotofest.org Biennial portfolio review in Texas, March-April
www.rencontres-arles.com Annual photo festival in the south of
France. Opening week in July
www.rhubarb-rhubarb.net Annual events in London and Birmingham
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