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			The Barcelona home of the late Catalan artist Xavier Corberó, featured in ISSUE TWENTY-NINE. Photograph by Salva López.

	

			a decade in print

			An introduction by Kinfolk Editor in Chief John Burns

			It is much easier to reverse-engineer an origin story than it is to chart a path forward with success in sight; to look back and see how far you have come, rather than hazard a guess at how far you might go. 

			In 2011, when the four friends who started Kinfolk magazine (Nathan Williams, Katie Searle, Doug Bischoff and Paige Bischoff) were packing the very first, self-published issues into boxes in a basement in Lincoln City, Oregon, they could have never predicted the remarkable trajectory that it would chart in the years to come. If they had, they might have printed more than five hundred copies. “None of us are in it to make it big, or capitalize on the project . . . it’s just something we enjoy, a concept that resonates with us,” Williams, then editor of the magazine, had written when announcing the project on his personal blog. 

			More than a decade later, Kinfolk is quite literally a long way away from where it all began—­headquartered in Copenhagen, with a community space in the heart of Seoul, licensed editions in Beijing and Tokyo and Seoul, a team in London, a book publisher in New York and a network of contributors everywhere in between. We’re under different ownership, approaching our fiftieth issue, and celebrating more than half a million books in print. 

			In April 2020, Vanity Fair wrote that Kinfolk had “defined the millennial aesthetic.” From that vantage point, thumbing through Issue One of the magazine feels like scrolling back to your very first Instagram post—a rude reminder of how much fashions have changed and one’s personal style has evolved. Back in the early 2010s, without the constant exposure to suggested content online, it felt much easier to be “intentional”—a word we have come to use here at Kinfolk to describe the magazine’s editorial underpinnings.

			“Intentional living” is an admittedly vague term and even an alarming idea in certain contexts (see: cults), but it essentially means a conscious attempt to live according to one’s values and beliefs, whatever they may be. For the founders of Kinfolk, living life with a sense of intention meant privileging community and promoting meaning-making through life’s simple pleasures, such as cooking, homemaking and crafts. “Throughout the process of compiling this issue, we have learned that the value of small gatherings is not in the quality of the food, the flowers or the decorations as much as it is about the time spent together while eating and enjoying these things,” Williams wrote in the introduction to Issue One. 

			The magazine’s overall aesthetic—its art direction, graphic design, typography, format, paper stock and every other element of what makes the publication feel like itself—were originally conceived by the designer Amanda Jane Jones to convey this modest editorial concept and be, as that first introduction also laid out, manifesto-style, “simple, uncomplicated, artistic and uncontrived.” 

			The cover of the debut edition (shown on page 306) expressed these guiding pillars at a glance, featuring a single cup of coffee, shot from above by photographer Youngna Park. Set against a white tablecloth and framed by a white border, Park’s cup of coffee was striking in its simplicity—an aesthetic pause that stood out among the pop culture covers of a globalized newsstand. This was a time when the future of print media was being called into question; what was the point in waiting for magazines to publish periodically when any information you needed was immediately available online?

			Kinfolk was dreamed up by four friends on the sunny Hawaiian campus of Brigham Young University (BYU), a private institution affiliated with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. While Kinfolk’s ­editorial policies and workplace culture have always been secular (Williams and Searle left the Church when the company was still in its infancy; the cup of coffee that appeared on the first cover would not have been on the menu at BYU, where a virtuous honor code requires abstinence from intoxicants such as caffeine), the influence of this milieu on the magazine is worth acknowledging. 

			Kinfolk’s early issues were published in the midst of the broader shift in cultural production that took place in the 2010s, when people everywhere began making their lives into content. Kinfolk was a BYU alumni version of that—a blog in print, in a cultural moment driven by a desire for authenticity. The founders, along with their friends, family and peers, both contributed to and appeared frequently in the magazine, and what was authentic to their experience was wholesome recreation. 

			“This is a place to share ideas and inspiration for those simple get-togethers and moments,” Williams, who was at the time greatly inspired by Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, wrote in the welcome note for Issue Two. In the editions that followed, those moments of innocent pleasure—morning walks, a dip in the sea, making coffee, eating ice cream—fueled the visual language of the magazine. The informal styling of these vignettes under Kinfolk’s early art direction placed an elegant glaze over ordinary items such as bread, fruit, flowers, candles and foliage, creating both a sense of familiarity and an aspiration that resonated far beyond the 500 intended readers of the print magazine. As early as Issue Five, the website was receiving 850,000 unique views each month. 
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			An image from “Floral Scoops,” a photo essay in ISSUE SEVEN. Photograph by Parker Fitzgerald.

		

			The founders, some of whom had studied entrepreneurship and international business at BYU, ultimately did capitalize on the opportunity: the company moved to Portland, Oregon, in late 2012, and, with the help of San Francisco publisher Weldon Owen, increased circulation from 2,000 copies (Issue Six) to 70,000 by the end of 2013 (Issue Ten). The Kinfolk Table, our first hardcover companion book, launched the same year, as did a global dinner party series led by the company’s first-ever employee, Julie Pointer Adams. By 2014, licensed editions of the magazine had been syndicated in Russia, South Korea, China and Japan, a clothing and homeware collection had materialized and Ouur Media was incorporated as a creative-services agency.

			The shortcut to an aspirational life is to surround yourself with its symbols, and Kinfolk’s art direction, in its simplicity, was an image that was easy to replicate. Content inspired by Kinfolk started to gain momentum on Instagram, which had exploded to 200 million users by March 2014. Outside of its original community, and without the context of the print magazine’s concept, Kinfolk became a viral hashtag and, later, a metonym for a generic image of minimalist living. For Kinfolk, this sudden, global brand recognition was a double-edged sword: the brand was described dismissively in a 2014 New York Times piece as “Prairie Porn,” only to reappear a year later on its bestseller list with The Kinfolk Home. 

			But much of the feedback that Kinfolk received during this period of ascendance and exposure was valid, particularly the criticism that it was born out of whiteness and had been blind to the need for racial diversity and representation, that the “sweet” editorial scope could be read as sanctimonious and that minimalist lifestyles often mask privilege—those who are able to throw possessions away or live with less do so with the comfort of knowing they have the means to buy more when necessary. 

			All the attention held a mirror to the magazine, and would come to fundamentally reshape it in the years that followed. As the owners began to look beyond themselves and their founding community for inspiration, they discovered like-minded people in the creative industries—people in the fields of food, art, crafts, design, music, publishing and fashion who had overlapping values but were building their own worlds with different perspectives and aesthetics.

			I joined Kinfolk in 2016, shortly after the company had moved to Copenhagen—a city chosen for its vibrant creative community. By that point, the magazine had already published under a couple of different taglines (Issues One through Seven: “A Guide for Small Gatherings”; Issues Eight to Thirteen: “Discovering Things to Cook, Make and Do”) and had aligned itself with the Slow movement as a way to better communicate the brand values to a now global audience. The magazine was led by editor Georgia Frances King (Issues Ten to Twenty), designed by Charlotte Heal (Issues Fourteen to Twenty-One) and art directed by Anja Charbonneau (Issues Twelve to Twenty-Six).

			Charbonneau, who is now the founder and editor in chief at Broccoli, a magazine that celebrates the art and culture of cannabis, introduced an intelligent humor and playful tension into the brand’s visual language during its teenage issues. Under Charbonneau’s direction, concepts were often created with the purpose of eliciting emotional responses from the reader—a portrait series of people laughing, for example, or playful still-life setups. She placed a heavier emphasis on conceptual, styled studio shoots, which lifted the magazine out of the realm of blog-like point-and-shoot photography and into a professional plane that felt more polished and glamorous, and set the magazine apart from the spate of similar-looking titles that had sprouted up around it on the newsstand. 

			Copenhagen’s close-knit design community made it fertile ground for a pivot into coverage of creative professionals. As the company expanded and matured, a graphic redesign was planned in collaboration with Alex Hunting Studio to reflect the magazine’s new approach. “Keeping what’s essential to Kinfolk—our core values and considered approach to life—we’ve expanded the magazine to include more voices and special sections, and to delve deeper into the things we love most: examining the lives we live, why and how we live them, and doing so with intention, energy and a sense of community,” wrote editor in chief Julie Cirelli (Issues Twenty-One to Twenty-Nine) in the introduction to the new-look Issue Twenty-Two. The art of Kinfolk remained clean and simple in composition in this new iteration, but the editorial gaze had evolved into a style that was altogether more expressive and European. The simple, everyday signifiers of an “authentic” lifestyle were gradually replaced with the industry-leading creations of those who featured within its pages, along with their portraits, homes and studios.

			
			[image: ]

			An image from “Single Serving,” a recipe series featured in ISSUE ELEVEN. Photograph by Alice Gao.

			

			By the time I became editor in chief in 2018, the landscape had shifted again: three of the four original founders had exited the company and returned to the US, with the fourth following suit just over a year later. It can be a somewhat uncomfortable exercise to examine your own relevancy, but it felt crucial at this juncture for the new editorial team to take stock. The intervening decade had been one of hyper-accelerated transformation, and the world often felt like a much darker and more divisive place than it did back in the early 2010s—a time when Instagram, like Kinfolk, had just four employees and its algorithms had yet to seep into our subconscious and commandeer our visual tastes and consumer tendencies. The lifestyle magazine market felt saturated, there was a culture war raging and the atmosphere was heavily politicized. The readership had also become fluent in our visual language, adept at framing life artfully themselves and, at the same time, more conscious than ever before about the discord and psychological dangers of seeing lifestyles presented one way in print and on social media and experienced differently offline and in private (I could certainly relate to this—my own life looking nothing like the pages of a magazine). 
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			A tablecloth commissioned from artist Sarah Espeute for “An Unmovable Feast” in ISSUE FORTY-FOUR. Photograph by Lauren Bamford. 
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			Model Vivica Ilobi in “Fresh Stems,” a floral-themed fashion editorial from ISSUE FORTY-THREE. Photograph by Marcos Florentino and Kelvin Yule (Mar+Vin).

		


			Building a brand is an exercise in creative repetition; a magazine has to toe the line between surprising the reader and upholding the contract of consistency to which they have become accustomed. Alongside editor Harriet Fitch Little, art director Christian Møller Andersen and designer Alex Hunting, it was decided we would keep all that was essential to Kinfolk, but surprise the reader by starting to break the fourth wall and offer analysis on the visual culture we had helped to create and advice on how to navigate it. 

			There remain several qualities that characterize an iconic Kinfolk image. In portraiture, the camera’s gaze is level and respectful, often capturing the essence of a person through their more introverted moments, or when true warmth shines through. There is also a respectful distance in the relationship between the photographer and subject, allowing the latter a certain dignity and self-possession. In lifestyle images, by which I mean photography showing lives lived—interiors and studio visits, for example—the gaze is relaxed and curious, as if the reader were already sat comfortably within the space, noticing the details for themselves. And there is a tactility within images showing detail that brings the page to life.

			As has always been true, there is no one face of the brand, which is why, on the covers of our companion book series, models are turned away from the camera, and why recognizable faces never appear on the cover of the magazine—a decision we are able to make thanks to the fact that we remain editorially independent, meaning we do not have the commercial pressures of more mainstream magazines, nor do we need to march to the beat of the news cycle in order to tell stories. Kinfolk is intended to be evergreen. 
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			A portrait of Socrate from “Le Chat Chic,” a photo essay in ISSUE THIRTY-TWO. Photograph by Luc Braquet.

		

			Storytelling is crucial to Kinfolk’s visual language. Each feature-length photo shoot in the magazine has been imagined in-house first by Møller Andersen, either to support a story told in words or else stand alone as its own narrative. Image-only editorials, such as fashion shoots, are guided purely by concepts thought up by the editorial team, without the interference of advertisers’ agendas, ultimately creating a feature richer in concept and more rounded than the sum of its parts. This freedom gives us carte blanche to experiment. One of the most popular conceptual image series under the direction of the current editorial team was “Le Chat Chic,” in which photographer Luc Braquet transformed his pet cat Socrate into a Parisian glamour puss, dressing him up in tiny accessories for an eight-page fashion editorial for Issue Thirty-Two. 

			Under Møller Andersen’s art direction, the pages of Kinfolk have become much more colorful, playful and less fixed on one aesthetic set of rules. Minimalism is an easy image to mimic and maintain; Møller Andersen’s concepts, with its busier compositions and richer color palette, represent more of a challenge. As you’ll see throughout this publication, the art of Kinfolk is also defined in the context of everything else that appears around it: how much space is given to an image, the way it has been cropped—and what it is positioned next to. Even the oldest photographs in our archives can take on a new life by careful selection of the image placed on the opposite page. In this book, we have presented what we see as the most iconic images from the first decade of the magazine’s history nonchronologically, to show the throughlines between the first issue and the latest.

			Magazines have bones and a soul, and their editorial architecture creates a home for the creativity of their contributors. In examining the back issues so closely in the making of this book, what was already known to the editorial team became much clearer: Kinfolk has never been the result of any one coherent vision, but that of a hivemind—a Cubist portrait made up from hundreds of contributors who have lent Kinfolk their many talents and ideas over the decade that we have been in print. The thread that ties our entire catalog together is the very real spirit of community and creativity that unspools back through each iteration. 
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