
In today’s world of Instagram and iPhones, everyone’s a “pho-
tographer.” But to truly convey a story with meaning requires 
so much more than simply pointing a camera and shooting. “A 
great photograph touches the soul and broadens the mind for the 
viewer,” says Gerd Ludwig, a photographer represented by Na-
tional Geographic Creative. “What a photographer does is clearly 
see the world; the mechanics of photography is really second-
ary,” explains Kent Kobersteen, former Director of Photography 

and Senior Editor for National Geographic. Together, Kent and 
Gerd will give a lecture on photography and teach a master class 
through Sun Valley Center for the Arts in September. While the 
master class will explore obvious aspects of photography like 
which lens to use, “big picture” subjects will be also be covered, 
including how to create intimacy with your subject and the 
importance of the photographer-to-editor relationship. “Every 
photographer needs an editor,” explains Kent, who now conducts 
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workshops and gives lectures internationally since leaving Nat Geo 
in 2005. 

Born in Germany, photographer Gerd Ludwig studied German 
literature, political science, and physical education before eventu-
ally coming to photography, which he studied for five years at 
the Folkwangschule (now Folkwang University of the Arts). In 
1975 he began working for National Geographic, Stern, Spiegel, 

Zeit-Magazin, Time, and Life. In the early ‘90s, he signed on as 
a contract photographer for National Geographic where his work 
focused on environmental issues and social changes in Germany 
and Eastern Europe. 

In Kent and Gerd's lecture on September 29, Gerd will speak 
to several of his projects for National Geographic, and show  his 
work, while Kent will speak to the magazine's philosophy of 

“We don’t want our photographers to go out and bring back pictures that 
illustrate points that are already known, we want new information.”  
–Kent Kobersteen

Above:  Moai statues at night on Easter Island. Copyright 2016, Kent Kobersteen.

svpn-mag.com     115   





photographic communication, and show the work of three Na-
tional Geographic photographers. Their master class is a week-long 
workshop for photographers wanting to take their work to the 
next level. Kent and Gerd will show their own work, and that of 
other photographers, while also critiquing students. Gerd is well 
known for his long-term coverage of the aftermath of the Cher-
nobyl nuclear disaster, the first coverage of which was in 1993 for 
National Geographic. Gerd is now represented by National Geo-
graphic Creative and also photographs personal projects, exhibits 
in museums, galleries, and festivals, lectures at universities, and 
gives workshops internationally.

Kent is the former National Geographic Picture Editor and Direc-
tor of Photography under whose tenure the magazine won the 
National Magazine Award five times in a row. In 1983 he joined 
the National Geographic Society as a Picture Editor and from 
1998-2005 he worked as Director of Photography. Before Na-
tional Geographic, Kent spent 18 years at the Minneapolis Tribune. 
He currently conducts workshops and lectures internationally on 
the philosophy, ethics, and business of photojournalism.

Kent and Gerd bring their combined unique and award-winning 
experience to students at The Center in an exclusive look into the 
makings of great photojournalism.

SVPN: You’ve both spent significant time working for Nation-
al Geographic. What changes have you seen at the magazine 
in your time? 

Gerd Ludwig: The most important change for me was definitely 
the switch from analog to digital; now you are able to see right 
away what you photographed out in the field. These advances in 
technology also had an effect on time spent in the field. My very 
first assignment for National Geographic in Russia took me into 
the field for a total of seven months—of course, not in one 

A couple who met aboard the Trans-Siberian savor a first-class moment together. Copyright Gerd Ludwig/National Geographic Creative.

“A great photograph touches the soul  
and broadens the mind for the viewer.”  
–Gerd Ludwig
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stretch, but in several increments, the longest for 11 weeks at a 
time. These are conditions that photographers don’t have any-
more today. An average National Geographic assignment now lasts 
about eight to ten weeks. But National Geographic is still a haven 
for any photographer doing photojournalistic or documentary 
work. 

Kent Kobersteen: I think it's important to note that what Na-
tional Geographic does with photography is different from other 
publications—not better or worse, just very different. Most publi-
cations would be covering events, for one hour or one week—like 
a political convention or the Olympics. You go in and cover what 
happens. National Geographic wants you to go in and explore a 
subject, visually and journalistically. Our photographers generally 
photograph daily life, rather than news events. A photographer 
works independent of the writer and picture editor and explores 
a subject visually. The longer you spend, the more likely you are 

to come out with coverage that’s extraordinary. It sounds almost 
wasteful to say they spend eight weeks or 11 months for a story, 
but that’s the only way you end up with extraordinary visual 
coverage.

GL: While most of my stories are very timely, like the aftermath 
of the Chernobyl accident or the changes in Russia, as a photog-
rapher for National Geographic, I don’t cover news events them-
selves. Often what makes headlines only involves a small number 
of people but the after-effects are being felt in every corner of the 
country or sometimes even around the globe. As a  National Geo-
graphic photographer, I usually arrive when news photographers 
are already packing up their bags. My coverage aims to document 
the effects that political and socioeconomic changes have on the 
lives of ordinary people. Extensive research on my subject or 
theme, before going out into the field, is incredibly important. I 
need to be able to put into context what I see in the field other-

A shopper scythes through bitter cold to reach a boutique in the GUM Department Store on Red Square. Gerd Ludwig photos courtesy of SVCA.
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wise I miss important things.

KK: At the same time, it’s important to understand that our 
photographers don’t do research and go out with a shot list. That’s 
how I worked at a newspaper. National Geographic photographers 
do research and have the information in their minds, and then 
they go out and do a job of visual reporting and exploration with 
a basis of that research. We don’t want our photographers to go 
out and bring back pictures that illustrate points that are already 
known, we want new information. 

SVPN: Kent, during your time at National Geographic the 
magazine won the National Magazine Award five times in a 
row. How do you think you influenced the magazine to win 
these awards that had changed from previous tenures?

KK: To begin with, everything at National Geographic is a team 
effort so as much as I’d like to say it’s all because of me, I find 

that impossible. I began as a Picture Editor then became Deputy 
Director of Photography. As Director of Photography my main 
function was to assign stories to photographers for the magazine 
and handle them administratively. Really, in many respects, be a 
buffer between them and the office so they didn’t have to worry 
about the political stuff that goes on at any office and could go 
out and do their best creative work. Assigning photographers for 
a publication like National Geographic is different than another 
publication because of the duration and expense involved in each 
coverage. Another function as Director is to work with senior staff 
on concepts for stories and layouts. A number of things happened 
at National Geographic in an evolutionary way starting before I 
got there but certainly continuing after I was there. One of the 
things was the magazine becoming much more topical in the 
stories they did, although it’s certainly not a news magazine. We 
always try to do stories that are important today and so that’s one 
thing that I think impressed the juries at competitions is 

Workers wearing plastic suits and respirators for protection pause briefly on their way to drill holes for support rods inside the shaky concrete sarcophagus, a structure 
hastily built after the explosion to isolate the radioactive rubble of Reactor #4 in Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant. Gerd Ludwig photos courtesy of SVCA.
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Bald eagle takes flight from a tree on the Occoquan River in Northern Virginia. Copyright 2016, Kent Kobersteen.

that we were doing stories that were topical. Having said all that, 
one of the things I feel was one of my greatest contributions was 
bringing new talent into the magazine and assigning photogra-
phers in ways that did a fantastic job on stories. One of the great 
things at National Geographic is that you have the opportunity 
to work with some of the best photographers in the world and 
Gerd is certainly one of them. His work in Chernobyl and Russia 
was one of the things that had a great influence on judges in the 
competition. Mark Moffett’s look at the small world of insects, 
David Doubilet’s undersea work, Brian Skerry and Paul Nicklen’s 
extraordinary underwater photographs, and Alexander Boulat’s 
story on Baghdad when the U.S. military was moving into Iraq 
were all influential in our winning those awards.

SVPN: What shoot/s have stuck out the most to you in your 
career?

GL: Foremost, of course, is my repeated coverage of Chernobyl. 
It was a harrowing experience entering deep into the Chernobyl 
reactor, rushing through highly radioactive rooms, strewn with 

wires, shreds of metal and other debris, and knowing that I had 
only seconds to capture impacting images of an environment 
that few have ever seen and that I might never access again. The 
adrenaline surge was extraordinary. Less dramatic, but equally 
memorable, was my National Geographic assignment on the 
Trans-Siberian Railroad, as it felt like a journey through the soul 
of Russia.

KK: I would certainly agree with Gerd about Chernobyl and 
Trans-Siberian Railroad. A couple others that come to mind are 
Polish photographer Tomasz Tomaszewski on gypsies for the mag-
azine that was really extraordinary coverage and one that was very 
difficult to do and get access to. Joel Sartore does extraordinary 
wildlife work, but he also is one of the few photographers in my 
estimation who can do humor well in photography. He does some 
pictures that are really very funny. I went to the university with 
a long-time National Geographic photographer William Albert 
Allard who is regarded as a master of color photography. There 
are a number of individual stories and certainly a lot of National 
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Geographic photographers of whom I’m a great fan.

SVPN: It’s no secret that the medium of print is changing to 
keep up with a continuously more online world. What do you 
see the future of photography being in this realm?

KK: I think photography has become much more popular with 
the advent of digital; everyone has an iPhone but an iPhone is 
not a telephone, it’s a camera that makes phone calls. I think 
photography itself has become much more popular. Having said 
that, what I think is important and that we’re going to talk about 
in our workshop is that what a photographer does is really see 
the world; the mechanics of photography is really secondary. A 
photographer’s main job is to see the world in a little more unique 
or perceptive way than the average person. I don’t care if you’re 
shooting vacation photos or professional—if they’re not different 
than what the average person sees, no one’s going to look at them. 
And that’s especially true today with all the images out there.

GL: Even with the advent of video, there are more and more pho-

tos taken everyday. But few of those people snapping away can re-
ally be called photographers. This is the reason there is a growing 
demand to learn the aesthetic and technical aspects of photogra-
phy and we we are seeing an increasing audience for workshops 
on all levels. National Geographic photography tells a story in an 
essay or even a single picture, and some of this expertise is what 
we are trying to pass on in this workshop to our students. 

SVPN: In teaching The Center’s master photography class, 
what kind of insight and advice can you offer to up-and-com-
ing photographers?

GL: There are a lot of aspects that will be taught like how to do 
research in the field and what mechanisms National Geographic 
photographers use to approach subjects and establish trust in or-
der to photograph in an intimate fashion—a question that often 
comes up. Along with essential elements for composing an image 
and form, lighting, and color, I will share my own photographic 
techniques, such as choice of cameras, lighting, strobes, and fil-
ters. Where Kent's incredible strength comes in is how, out 

A stark scene in California's Salton Sea area, which is 290 feet below sea level and highly saline. Copyright 2016, Kent Kobersteen.
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The rise of a waxing moon over Crystal Sound, just north of the Antarctic Circle, Antarctica. Copyright 2016, Kent Kobersteen.
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“What a photographer does is really see 
the world; the mechanics of photography is 
really secondary.” –Kent Kobersteen

Students in this class will learn how to truly speak through 
a photo and how to impact the minds and hearts of view-
ers and to convey a feeling. 

Master Class: Taking the Next Step: Advanced Photogra-
phy with Kent Kobersteen and Gerd Ludwig 

September 30-October 5, 10am-4pm at The Center in 
Hailey. $800 member/$850 non. 
sunvalleycenter.org
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of a large number of images, you pick the best and sequence 
a story.  Photographers are often not their best editors, get-
ting stuck in the circumstnaces surrounding the moment the 
picture was taken. Kent, as an amazing editor, might look at 
a photo and say, 'This doesn't communicate what you may 
have felt in that situation but this one does.'

KK: Every photographer needs an editor. This is not a dog-
matic process. The process should be symbiotic and coopera-
tive. However, it’s really difficult for a photographer to look 
at a picture and assess whether the photo is communicating 
a feeling or reminding him of a feeling they had when they 
shot it. If it’s just reminding the photographer of the feeling, 

then it’s not useful as a communication device. It’s really 
important to work together with an editor and establish a 
relationship so you can work together on this edit. The other 
thing is that a picture should have information but should 
also stop the viewer right away. With the number of pic-
tures we’re exposed to daily, a picture has to have immediate 
impact. It has to invite the reader to explore the image more 
thoroughly. This is why my preference for images are for 
images that are quite complex; an image that stops you and 
invites you to spend time with it and discover new things in 
the image.
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