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MICHAEL FREEMAN


  THE PHOTOGRAPHER’S STORY


  The Art of Visual Narrative


  I L E X


  
INTRODUCTION


  It took the explosion of photography into all its many modern forms to make me realize that what I had been doing most of the time was storytelling. Not all of the time—there were cover shots and single-image jobs—but mostly I did stories. At the time I didn’t articulate it quite like that, nor, as I remember, did anyone else I knew. It was simply what we did, or aspired to do. Most of my life in photography has been on assignment, and most of these assignments were of a length that allowed us to move around the subject, show it in different ways, and describe it visually. Some were short, some long. They ranged from a day (not many of those) to a few months (quite a number of those—strangely, perhaps, but a consequence of my enjoyment of long projects).


  Naturally, then, this is the kind of shooting that I’ve been closest to, but it’s only recently that I’ve noticed colleagues actually saying things like “I’m a storyteller with a camera.” It’s only recently that I’ve started saying this. The reason has to do with the changes in photography. Photo stories, picture stories, whatever you like to call them, were really part of magazine assignment culture. It’s what magazines like Life, National Geographic, GEO, Smithsonian, Paris Match, Epoca were all about. That world isn’t dead by any means, but it doesn’t exercise the hold on public attention that it once did. Print, loving it though I do, is at the start of a long, slow decline—which may sound odd, given that this book is very much print; but by slow I mean very slow. In any case, the writing is on the wall: The screen is taking over.


  The result is that the old hierarchical way of doing things is disappearing, and being replaced by a more independent world in which people do photography in pretty much whatever way they like—and with so many millions at it there’s a sizable support group for every interest, from iPhoneography to expressive, humanitarian, or collaborative photography. Invention continues happily, and it simply makes definition a little more necessary. One kind of photography that is redefining itself is storytelling, which for many of us is the classic, essential, and pure form of photography. There’s an entirely understandable new interest among new photographers in directing energy towards making a coherent body of work. And few things in photography are more coherent than a well executed story. This is what this book is about.


  There’s a new world of self-assignment. It doesn’t have the financial support that kept professional editorial photographers going, but it’s possible and it offers a new freedom—to choose what to shoot and to do it entirely in the way you want. These may not be great days for many professional photographers, or for picture editors, but for everyone else the world of photo essays and all the other forms of narrative and storytelling through pictures is at last open to all.
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PART 1


  THE PHOTO ESSAY


  


  The term photo essay, which now seems a natural fit, was an invention not without a little pretension. It first appeared in a Life advertisement for itself in 1937, promoting the photographic story as an advanced form that went way beyond a simple collection of pictures. It claimed that the camera “can picture the world as a seventeenth-century essayist or a 20th-century columnist would picture it,” concluding that the sample story shown, by Alfred Eisenstaedt on Vassar, “gives an impression of that college as personal and homogeneous as any thousand words by Joseph Addison.” That was aiming high, indeed.


  Life may have pioneered the form more single-mindedly than other magazines, but it was by no means the only vehicle for this kind of photography. In the key years of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, other illustrated magazines included Look in the US (launched 1937), Picture Post in the UK (1938), Paris Match in France (1949), and Epoca in Italy (1950). The stimulus, as we’ll see, came first from a novel kind of fast, candid photography that new cameras made possible, and then from a handful of pioneering illustrated magazines in Germany. Publishers on both sides of the Atlantic realized by the mid-1930s that there was a huge public appetite for seeing world events in photographs. More than this, the editors saw the opportunity to create a new form of publishing over which they could have strong, but subtle, control—sequences of images that added up to much more editorially than the individual pictures. With judicious selection and layout, a group of photographs could be turned into a coherent story. This also put more control into the hands of the editorial team—an attractive idea for them, though it introduced a never-ending conflict between photographers and editors. Photographers usually want better and bigger treatment for their favorite images, while editors and designers want the photographs to serve their layouts better.


  There is a subtle distinction between picture story and photo essay. In the former, photographs can be harvested from many sources, which in theory makes it possible to run a very high visual standard, and to have a visually varied effect. It also puts control firmly in the hands of the picture editor. The term photo essay, however, implies a single vision and the work of one photographer shooting in a consistent style. Variety, in the form of a compiled picture story—very common in travel magazines—can produce a visual surfeit if not handled with some sensitivity and restraint. For example, several highly chromatic images from different hands, but shown all together, are likely to look garish.


  Photographers, understandably enough, have always pushed for authorship over a photo essay. No one particularly likes sharing the stage with a competitor, and having ownership of the entire story means the possibility of some artistic success.


  
1. NARRATIVE


  The camera is only one tool for telling a story. It’s the one that interests me most, but in order to understand what it can do it’s essential to look back at what is fundamental to the telling of any story, regardless of how—whether by words written or spoken, theatre, film, or still images. Or paintings on a cave wall, because arguably the first were hunting paintings in ancient caves such as at Lascaux, France (15,000–10,000 BC) or the more recently discovered Chauvet cave, also in France (30,000 BC), beautifully filmed by Werner Herzog. Actually, we cannot be certain because there’s no supporting evidence. Stories, icons, propitiation to the gods or spirits—who knows? In any case, storytelling runs deep in all our cultures. It’s entertainment, education, and myth, and it begins with the simplest and most logical form: the narrative. Narrative means telling an account of something, how it happened.


  The history of how photography got caught up in narrative goes back to the end of the 19th century, although it took until the 1930s for photo stories to become a properly developed form. Newspapers and magazines wanted imagery to accompany their text, but it was only with the invention of the half-tone process in the 1890s that they could use photographs. The half-tone plate turned a continuously-toned photo into black and white dots on a scale that could hardly be seen by a reader—if you like, the earliest kind of digital imaging. The principle is the same.


  This was pounced on by picture editors, for a reason that now seems quaint. Engraved illustrations were the standard news image, usually worked up by an engraver from field sketches drawn by reporters. This offered two opportunities to be imaginative, and published illustrations became notoriously unbelievable—inaccuracy and idealization were common complaints. Photographs could do away with this, and show the accurate truth. It took approximately a century for technology, in the form of digital manipulation, to take photography back to the very thing it was supposed to replace!
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    Alfred Eisenstaedt

  


  “Joseph Goebbels, Carlton Hotel, Geneva,” 1933, by Alfred Eisenstaedt. The German-born photographer, who went on to a long career with Life magazine, bought his first Leica in 1930, and used it here in one of his most famous images, of a malevolent-looking Reich Minister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda.
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  THE LEICA: Rapid shooting for the first time


  Developed by Leitz in Germany, the Leica was the first of what would become the most popular kind of camera in the world: the 35mm. Hand-sized, rugged, and quiet, it was ideal for the new kind of photojournalism that evolved in the inter-war years.
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  Erich Salomon


  “The Photojournalist Caught in the Act,” 1931, by Erich Salomon. Salomon’s use of the small, fast-lens Ermanox made him famous for his candid shots in the European corridors of power. Only occasionally was he spotted: here a good-natured accusation by French Premier Aristide Briand.


  [image: image]


  THE ERMANOX: Super-fast lens, still glass plate


  The exceptionally fast (and heavy) ƒ/1.8 Ernostar lens made the Ermanox, from the Dresden manufacturer Ememann, capable of shooting indoors handheld without flash—a breakthrough for candid photography.


  Anyway, part of the believability issue was that a series of photographs could show the sequence of events happening, and the audience loved that. The only thing was that at the turn of the century, cameras and emulsions weren’t completely up to the job. They were very slow to operate, and needed setting up. Catching images on the fly was impossible. The standard equipment for news photographers in the early 20th century was the press camera, solid and bulky, shooting mainly 4×5-inch or 9×12cm, and slow to use for any rapidly unfolding event. The American Speed Graphic was the most famous, with the Van Neck, Goerz, Plaubel, and MPP its European equivalents. These were very much one-shot cameras, good for photo-calls but clumsy for anything else. As Wilson Hicks, the influential picture editor of Life magazine, wrote, “When the photographer entered a situation of movement involving people, life stopped dead in its tracks and oriented itself to the camera.”


  Camera technology is usually over-praised in what it does for photography, particularly now in the huge digital consumer market, but in the 1920s it really did make possible a new kind of photography—one that has persisted ever since. Two cameras made modern photojournalism possible: the Ermanox and the Leica. They appeared almost simultaneously. The Ermanox, made famous by German photographer Erich Salomon, had a spectacularly fast lens, the Ernostar ƒ/1.8, which made it possible to shoot handheld without flash in quite dim light. It used glass plates, however, which made it no better than a press camera for following the action. It was more the Leica that revolutionized photography and enabled picture stories.


  The revolution was that it was designed to use 35mm sprocketed motion picture film, though run sideways rather than vertically, and with a larger picture area than the cinema’s 4:3 Academy Format. The 36×24mm negative was still considered by many rather too small for good reproduction, hence the great effort that the manufacturer, Leitz, put into developing high-quality lenses for it. The result was that the camera was hand-sized and almost unnoticeable—good for candid photography—and the winding mechanism meant that the photographer could shoot 36 frames in quick succession before reloading. This really did make photo stories possible, because they depended in the early days on a narrative sequence of related images.


  There was no exact moment at which magazines began to run true photo stories, but the most influential early adopters were arguably the weekly Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung and the monthly Die Dame (The Woman), both from the leading German publishing house Ullstein, together with the Münchner Illustrierte Presse. The editor-in-chief of the Ullstein magazines Kurt Korff, and his superior managing all of Ullstein’s magazines, Kurt Safranski, together experimented with sequences of photographs and layouts to try to tell a bigger story about a subject. At the Münchner Illustrierte Presse, the editor was the influential Stefan Lorant, who was inspired by Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung but saw ways to improve on the use of photography, and experimented with varying size and positioning of images.


  There was another, deeper reason. The camera and 35mm film came of age in Europe at a time of social and political upheaval. The first half of the 20th century was disastrous, which meant that there was much work for photography to do, recording war and social injustice. At the same time, democratic and socialist movements brought liberal idealism to the arts, and the large majority of new reportage photographers subscribed to it. Politically inspired documentary photography was under way, and included photographers such as Robert Capa and David Seymour, two of the founding members of Magnum. And then also, at least partly inspired by liberal and Marxist politics, there was Modernism, which rejected tradition and the decorative, instead embracing abstraction, clean lines, functionality, and even mass production. Photography suited Modernism very well indeed. The new cameras were a perfect technology for the new era, capturing scenes from life and art with spontaneity and a conscious realism.


  
STORY STRUCTURE


  Over thousands of years, the best ways of telling a story have been analyzed and thought about endlessly. It’s no surprise that the movies and television, and Hollywood in particular, have furnished some of the deepest planning of storylines—even if the results have often been shallow. A scriptwriter friend, Richard Weiss, introduced me to this kind of in-depth analysis and planning that stresses the absolute importance of structure for a story. I may be straying a distance from photo stories, but it won’t be for long, and I found it very instructive. What follows cannot be translated fully into a photo essay, but it certainly sets the scene for how to think about the progression of a story.


  The majority of plots start by introducing the characters, the themes, and the situation; this is the exposition. This then develops by various means, becoming more complex and building up, finally reaching a climax. At the end, all this is resolved and tied together. In other words, the basic plotline goes: Exposition, Development to a climax, and Resolution. Weiss puts it like this, and as a summary it’s hard to beat: “The formula, the three-act structure, is built into our genetics, into life itself. From Aristotle to today’s over-abundant crop of scriptwriting gurus, there’s consensus and reliance on “the story formula.” What keeps us engaged begins with the formula, but recognizes that as soon as you add unique human interest, character development, conflicts and resolutions based on characterization, the formulaic becomes immediately fresh and unique again. It doesn’t change the fact that we all start at the same base. The diagram here is culled from a variety of screenwriting sources, and yes, a photo essay can rarely be as complex and well-explained because still images work differently from dialog and movies. The underlying progression, however, is universal, and another screenwriter, John August, compares it convincingly with the sonata form. As he puts it, there’s a move “from a stable situation toward conflict (in the exposition), to heightened tension (in the development), and then back to stability and resolution of conflict.”


  
THE CLASSIC NARRATIVE FORMULA
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  All of this is tried and tested, but valuable for us only in how much of it can work through photographs. Ninety minutes of cinema, with dialogue and music, is a much bigger platform for entertainment than a twelve-page photo essay or a few-minute slideshow. The more we make use of text in a printed story, or audio and animation in a slideshow, the less of a photo essay the story becomes, so we need to set our sights accordingly. Real life is not so manageable, and unlike fiction, can’t simply be altered to help the plot structure. On the other hand, still images can be edited and sequenced much more freely. The point of this diversion into sophisticated storylines is to show that all stories, even photo essays, work better when they can come close to this kind of structure. We’ll explore this in detail through the “Return to the Killing Fields” story on the next several pages.


  
RETURN TO THE KILLING FIELDS


  The most straightforward story structure, and so probably the best to begin with if you are just starting photo essays, is a narrative sequence. In other words, a picture story ordered by time. An action or an act starts, continues, and then finishes. What could be simpler than that? Of course, this simple, linear structure contains all kinds of potential for surprise, but at least the audience knows where it is at any point on the timeline. This is one of the reasons for the popularity of the day-in-the-life form that we’ll see below. For shooting, however, it demands good planning and making sure that you cover every important step in the story, whether it’s as simple as a child getting ready to leave for school, or as emotionally complex as the “Return to the Killing Fields” story shown here.


  As always with stories, practical examples teach more than theory, even though the specifics may not translate to any other situation. The example here was a story I shot for the Sunday Times Magazine—the British color supplement, not the New York one. I’ll describe it blow by blow, partly so that you can see why various decisions were made. The other reason for going into it at length is that picture stories are long and complex shoots, and a lot goes on within them. There isn’t space in this book to do the same for every story I’m showing, but what follows will give some of the flavor.


  In 1984, the Oscar-winning film The Killing Fields was released, dramatizing the real story of the New York Times correspondent Sydney Schanberg and his assistant Dith Pran. The events unfolded against the backdrop of the last days of Phnom Penh and the arrival of the murderous Khmer Rouge regime under Pol Pot. After the evacuation of the Americans, Schanberg decided to stay on and cover the entry of the Khmer Rouge into the capital, and Dith Pran stayed to help his friend, a decision he soon came to regret. His struggle for survival, after he was forced to surrender to the Khmer Rouge, became the film’s story, and took the audience through the dark horrors of atrocities and genocide. The producers cast another Cambodian, Haing Ngor, in the part of Dith Pran—a brave decision because Haing Ngor, whom I knew through my writer friend Roger Warner, had no experience as an actor. What he did have experience of, however, was the Khmer Rouge years, and his own experiences had been every bit as harrowing as Dith Pran’s, including torture and the loss of his fiancé, who died in his arms. When they finally met at the premiere of The Killing Fields in New York, Haing told Dith, “You are me, and I am you.”


  In 1989, Roger and I talked to Haing Ngor about returning to Cambodia, which was still occupied by Vietnamese troops. Pol Pot was alive and fighting continued in the northwest. There was talk of a Vietnamese troop withdrawal, and both Dith Pran and Haing Ngor decided that this was the time to return. They wanted to publicize Khmer Rouge atrocities as a matter of urgency, because once the Vietnamese withdrew, the poorly equipped Cambodian army would have to face the Khmer Rouge alone, and the latter were already promising a fresh offensive. And then there was the media. In the United States, ABC Television was launching a high-profile news feature series called Prime Time, hosted by their current star, Diane Sawyer. They had decided that the return of Dith and Haing would be a strong subject for one of the hour-long programs and were, in fact, paying for most of the visit, including having Sydney Schanberg fly over. At the same time, producer David Puttnam was taking the film to Phnom Penh for its Cambodian premiere. Dith was now working for the New York Times and writing this up for the paper’s magazine. Roger and I, as suggested by Haing, were doing the story for the Sunday Times Magazine in London.


  After a week in Angkor, where we were separately doing a story on the temples for Smithsonian magazine (see here), Roger and I flew down to Phnom Penh to meet the plane, which like most aircraft in those days was arriving from Saigon. The chartered Air Vietnam flight was late; the airport almost deserted. We sat and talked with Sydney Schanberg, who was waiting for Dith. Now working for the New York newspaper Newsday, he was covering the premiere of the film. The flight landed, and we drove into the city, to the Monorom, one of the few hotels open and functioning. By word of mouth the news gradually spread that both Dith Pran and Haing Ngor were in town. As we walked around, or while just sitting in the lobby of the Monorom, people would appear—old friends, relations, individually and in small groups—and the reunions with Haing were usually emotional. With Dith it was different. He was much more reserved. “You see what he’s doing, don’t you?” remarked Roger. “Every time the situation looks like it’s getting uncomfortable, he holds up either his notebook or his camera. It’s as if he’s protecting himself from the emotion.”


  Although Haing had played the part of Dith Pran, and had had his own horrible experiences, their personalities were by no means similar, and here in Phnom Penh this was causing an uncomfortable problem for the media—meaning us. Haing’s emotions were there for all to see. He was excitable by nature, cried when he met his brother for the first time in fifteen years on the tarmac at Pochentong airport, spoke and gestured dramatically; in short, he was good for the camera. This, crudely put, was the issue. ABC Television’s big-budget special was the main publicity engine, and all was not going perfectly well. Neal Shapiro, the producer, explained the dilemma: There would be the usual interviews, backgrounders of city life around Phnom Penh, Dith’s visit to his family home in Siem Reap, and the predictable reminders of the atrocities—namely a tour of Tuol Sleng and the memorial at Chung Ek, the principal killing fields near the city. But this being television they needed, as he reasonably put it, strong and visible emotions on camera. They were not getting these from Dith, and it was hard to broach such a horrible subject with him. No one could say, “Look, Dith, can’t you cry for us like Haing?” But, without being callous, Neal hoped he would all the same.
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  Matters of design


  Here are the first two spreads as laid out by the magazine and, as usually happens, the layouts do not exactly follow the linear narrative. The reason is that the demands of a cover and a strong opening spread call for two powerful images, and they are highly unlikely to be from the very beginning of the story. This unavoidably jumped to issues of layout, but I’ll go into these in more detail toward the end of the book. Meanwhile, looking more at how the story was prepared and shot, I’m also showing here the main pictures in chronological order.


  When Neal announced the shoot at Chung Ek, which he had not yet seen, we took him to one side. It was a macabre question of which location was the more horrible. We were all scheduled in two days’ time to fly up to Siem Reap for filming at Angkor, where Dith had been a guide, at his house and at a nearby monastery where there was to be a memorial ceremony for the lost members of his family. “If Chung Ek doesn’t give you what you need, Neal,” I said, “there’s this other place,” and described the Angkor killing field to him.


  “No, unfortunately it doesn’t work like that,” he explained. “In a situation like this, you only get one opportunity. If you think the Angkor site is the one, we’ll do only that.” This put me on the spot, but it seemed the right thing to do. We agreed to mention this to no one else for the time being, least of all the Foreign Ministry, whose minders might object to such a raw, unpleasant setting. In principle we were all on the same side, but they might, we guessed, have felt that the neglect of the Angkor killing fields reflected poorly on the government. There was nothing to be gained, in any case, from giving advance notice—someone might even tidy it up.


  ARRIVAL & GREETING
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  EXPLORING PHNOM PENH
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  ANGKOR


  [image: image]


  
    [image: image]

  


  On the day, the whole group drove in one small bus from Siem Reap airport into town and then up to the temples. I asked the driver to turn into the track and stop. Neal then explained the situation and asked Dith and Haing if they would agree to being filmed there. They did. We parked a little way from the building and walked. The two men stood and looked, then Haing sat down and spoke to the camera. Dith joined him on the edge of the low platform, next to the skulls, and burst into tears. As he later wrote, “For the first time since my arrival, what I see before me is too painful, and I break down completely. ‘These are my relatives, friends, and neighbors,’ I keep thinking. I know my father had died slowly of starvation at home, but I don’t know how or where my brothers and sister and some of their families were killed. All I know is they were probably killed nearby. It is a long time before I am calm again. And then I am able, with my bare hands, to rearrange the skulls and bones so that they are not scattered about.” No one else speaks, the television camera silently records. After a while, everyone except Dith and Haing leaves, and we stand about in the field awkwardly.


  Afterward, we go to Dith’s old home, on the other side of the narrow river from the Conservancy. His parent’s house is typical of the region, built of wood and raised high off the ground on stilts. A steep wooden staircase leads up to a half-open veranda. Dith climbs this with his sister, and meets his mother’s only surviving sister. He cries again at this emotional reunion, as I sit across the narrow table from them. This—and I can sense it at the time—is the cover shot for the magazine. Later, as the male head of the family, Dith leads a memorial ceremony at the local monastery, with four monks officiating. Haing also attends, as does most of the village. There is some sense of catharsis: What needed to be done was done, and for the American television as well.


  THE KILLING FIELDS
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    DITH PRAN’S HOMECOMING
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  Later that day, back in Phnom Penh, we visited Tuol Sleng, the local name for the detention and torture center known officially as S-21, where nearly 20,000 prisoners were processed, tortured, and executed. To the factory workers who remained locally, the barbed-wire-festooned school was known as the “place of entering, not leaving.” Only seven people survived.


  All this is pretty unpleasant, but the story for television and the magazines was important, and this, in fact, makes it all the more necessary to get the structure right. The linear narrative goes: arrival of main characters—walking around and reunions—the Angkor killing field—Dith Pran’s family reunion and ceremony—return to Phnom Penh and visiting Tuol Sleng. This accords fairly well also with the dramatic structure, because we have a build-up toward the climax of the skulls and a second climax shortly afterwards of Dith Pran’s emotional reunion, followed by the catharsis of the ceremony and the upsetting coda of Tuol Sleng.


  TUOL SLENG
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THREE + ONE


  What I can learn from the plot structure on the previous pages is that there are four essential elements in any story of any kind. I know it sounds a bit cute, but I call them 3+1. The “three” are: opener, body, and closer; and the “one” is the climax or, translated into photography, the key shot—the highest-impact picture in the set. The opener is important because the storyteller has to grab the attention of the viewer, reader, or listener right away. The audience has to be riveted from the start, so that they actually want to continue, whether by turning the page or continuing to watch the screen (and we all know how the internet has shortened attention spans even more than rapid-fire, sound-bite television). The body of the story is what it is, and can be of practically any length, though it has to be appropriate to the interest level of the story. The closer brings completeness to the story, though while most opinion favors a bang rather than a whimper, a minority view has it tailing off gently or being enigmatic.


  What this means for a photo essay is that, right from the planning, special thought has to go into choosing a strong image for the opener. It doesn’t have to be in sequence, but it needs to do the job of grabbing attention and being thoroughly relevant. As we’ll see when we come to editing and layout, this is not always easy, because once you’ve chosen to open with an image, you cannot then use it again in the body of the story where it has a more narrative role (well, you shouldn’t, because that looks like you have insufficient images).


  For an easy example, I’ll take a story I shot for Smithsonian magazine on Stonehenge. The point of the story was that for the first time in almost half a century, an archaeological dig was being permitted at this most famous of British sites. The dig was in support of a new theory about the function of the huge stone circle (there have been a succession of new theories for a long time). More on the background to the story in the next section, on here, but for now let’s look at the basic structure. I chose it because everything went fairly well and according to plan, so that it was prepared and shot in much the same way as it was laid out for final publication. And it was a cover story, for which there are two qualifications: One is that the story itself is considered important enough by the editors to lead the month’s or week’s issue; the other is that the photographer manages to deliver an image that is strong enough, and which actually fits the format. This may be a matter of detail, but it isn’t trifling: It has to be a vertical, or capable of being cropped that way, with enough space at the top for the masthead. And some images simply read better than others on a newsstand, which was traditionally where magazines were sold.
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