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FOREWORD


Matt’s photography appears, at first, to document another world: some place populated by extraordinary characters and coincidences; separated from time, and placed before our gaze to sparkle and fizz. He lifts a veil of drabness from the world to disclose unfamiliar, arresting moments. Turning the pages of this book, we bounce from one improbably fortuitous moment to another, and wonder where these costumed devils, lively balloons and gargantuan peacocks hide away when we go in search of our own street photography


Matt and I both strive to create wonder through forms of magic, to tell a story about reality. I am known in my pocket of the world as a mentalist, a kind of magician; on stage I read minds and on TV I take unwitting participants through psychological experiments. Both street photographer and magician exploit the human desire to edit complex reality into a neat narrative – the same narrative we then mistake for objectivity.


A magician cajoles us into recalling the story of the trick in an edited way: we delete certain parts of what happened, join up the wrong dots and remember the trick as the magician wished. Likewise, a photographic moment of time, lifted from the free-flow of reality and presented within a frame, is an exercise in preferential editing that tickles our urge to create a story from limited data. We don’t see what a magician does during the moments we aren’t looking or thinking straight enough; likewise, we are at the mercy of a photograph because it delineates and controls its story. In each case, the effect relies on a masterful control of the audience’s attention and focus.


There is an enchanted place where Matt’s work meets magic. In his photographs, we have a series of ‘unlikelihoods’ that suggest Matt walks different streets from us. Likewise, magic bestows upon the performer a special aura. And yet there is a phrase in magic – coined by Jim Steinmeyer, a great creator of magical illusions – that ‘a magician guards an empty safe’. What he means is that we jealously protect the secrets of our craft not because they are dangerous and exciting, but because they are almost always silly and disappointing. Thus, the discrepancy between the effect and the method makes the field of magic an excellent example of the deceptive nature of what is often called ‘talent’. Matt abhors the word, seeing talent as an illusion created only by repeated, even mundane, hard work. As is clear from these pages, it is his relentless application of craft, unalloyed positivity and his singular perspective that elevate his work into art and conjure this witty, compelling, parallel universe.


Tenacity is Matt’s trick. And an ability to be tenacious is what he seeks to inspire.


This book, then, is a call for us to keep going, to keep making pictures and keep thinking about how we’re making them, because the luck that Matt seems to harness, almost supernaturally, comes principally from hard work. The illusion may be magical, but the means are earthly: maximize your opportunities and the universe will provide. To be tenacious, we need to love what we do, and find new ways of loving it.


When I first met Matt, we spoke about an eternal problem: the furtive awkwardness involved in photographing in the street. He told me that if he feels guilty taking pictures, people are more likely to take offence. When, however, he meets those people with love, he contends with far less objection, and somehow more images ‘arrive’. In person, Matt is light and buoyant, and seems infused with a positive and focused energy that must help his project. For those of us lumbered with awkward diffidence, we can only learn from him and do our best.


It is not another world that Matt captures, it is our own. It is the one that greets us every day and holds us within it, and there is so much more to see than meets the eye.


Derren Brown, 2020
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Wrentham Avenue, London, 2013









Chapter 1



THINK LUCKY, BE LUCKY


A positive mental attitude is the key to great pictures


Going out into the world to make pictures can be overwhelming. It’s all a great big unknown. If you put too much pressure on yourself to make ‘great’ pictures, you can become paralysed, so give yourself an optimistic push and have hope.





A positive mental attitude is the key to great photographs. If you go out expecting to see interesting pictures, you tend to be more positive, and then luckier. As the great photographer and curator John Szarkowski said: ‘Luck is the attentive photographer’s best teacher.’ My general outlook is, get up, get out and go and find things. I try to summon an excitement and amazement for life.


Luck is about switching on your eyes and your head, but, at the risk of sounding sentimental, you do have to switch on your heart – your love for things. Love is a word I don’t like using too much because it’s bandied around all the time, but it’s helpful to engage your empathy and feel an affinity for what you’re looking at. Ultimately, you need to remember how lucky you are to be walking around with a strange black box looking at things, making a record of them and bringing them home. It’s a privilege.


‘A positive mental attitude is the key to great photographs. If you go out expecting to see interesting pictures, you tend to be more positive, and then luckier.’


Having a positive disposition is necessary for this activity that we call street photography because, to quote photographer Alex Webb, ‘street photography is 99.9 per cent about failure’. Here’s an extract from his fantastic book On Street Photography and the Poetic Image (with co-author Rebecca Norris Webb), which points to the mental fortitude every street photographer must develop and practise: ‘So often I feel defeated by the street. I sometimes find, however, that if I keep walking, keep looking, and keep pushing myself, eventually something interesting will happen … Every once in a while, at the end of the day, when I’m most exhausted and hungry, something – a shaft of light, an unexpected gesture, an odd juxtaposition – suddenly reveals a photograph.’


Even if you’re not a natural optimist, it’s possible to trick yourself into having a positive outlook. Will yourself lucky. Develop a mantra: ‘I will be lucky, I will be lucky, I will be lucky.’ I’m a great believer in making your own luck. My friend, photographer Blake Andrews, once said, ‘If you don’t expect to see good photos, you won’t. If you expect to find them, they are everywhere.’
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