


LUKE STEPHENSON:
AN INCOMPLETE DICTIONARY OF SHOW BIRDS 

Britain and its national psyche are at the core 
of London based photographer Luke Stephen-
son’s work.  For over a decade he has been 
photographing subjects that, for him, epito-
mize British eccentricity and culture, including 
puppets, the iconic ‘99’ ice cream and the 
World Beard and Moustache Championships. 

In 2009 Stephenson discovered the peculiar 
and insular world of show bird competitions 
and began to immerse himself in the subcul-
ture of ‘bird fancying’. He has spent the past 
seven years tracking down and gaining access 
to ever more exotic species to photograph, 
inadvertently becoming an avid collector of 
these prized birds himself.  

This exhibition showcases Stephenson’s 
newest works in the series An Incomplete 
Dictionary of Show Birds. By combining his 
unique style of photography with the formal 
language of studio portraiture, the artist lends 
his feathered subjects an affectionate and 
often human presence. 

Also showing at Selfridges, London is ‘In Fine 
Feather’, an additional large-scale presenta-
tion of more of Stephenson’s bird portraits (16 
Jan – 3 Apr 2017). 



Luke Stephenson (born 1983, Darlington, England) lives and works in London. Since graduating in 
2005 and winning the Jerwood Photography Prize the same year, Stephenson has been working 
as a freelance photographer focusing on eccentric British hobbies and exposing fascinating 
“archaeological layers of English culture” hidden from the mainstream.

His work has been published in a variety of publications including The New York Times Magazine, 
The Guardian, Dazed & Confused, Foam, Art Review and Wallpaper*.
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What began as a simple idea — taking portraits of caged birds against blank, colored backdrops 
— has turned into something of an obsession for the British photographer Luke Stephenson, 
whose images are compiled in a new self-published book. 

To access his feathered finds, he tapped into a network of quirky avian fanciers — from a vicar 
with an affinity for lovebirds to a hipster with an unironic collection of rare breeds — venturing 
into their homes with his miniature, portable studio. Save for a few dust specks, his images of 
budgerigars, conures, siskins and, yes, canaries aren’t retouched. He simply chooses comple-
mentary backgrounds, letting each subject get comfortable before taking its picture. 

Stephenson discovered that birds are generally well-behaved subjects. “Humans, on the other 
hand,” he says, “are a lot less predictable.” 
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Photographer Luke Stephenson’s key points of interest lie in the British lifestyle and psyche, 
elements he describes as being at the core of his work. But one of his most acclaimed projects, 
The Incomplete Dictionary of Show Birds, seems, at first glance, to be a far cry from such na-
tion-centric influences. The series consists of bright and beautifully coloured portraits which 
detail individual exotic birds down to the smallest feather; wrens and wood pigeons (the UK's 
most common birds) these are not.

Yet it transpires that each of these perfectly posing creatures was in fact scouted in England, 
and played a vital role in what Stephenson uncovered to be a surprisingly popular British pas-
time, bird keeping. “It all started when I decided I wanted to take pictures of budgies,” Stephen-
son explains. “I was influenced by the photography of prized pigeons, which is very formulaic, 
and I wanted to apply that to budgies so I contacted a breeder and went to his house some-
where in south London. I was very naïve and it didn’t go exactly to plan but as a result I stumbled 
on this hobby of keeping and breeding birds which intrigued me so much I spent the next 3 years 
taking pictures of birds.”



One of these birds, Australian Finch #2, recently featured in AnOther’s short film for COS, in 
celebration of Frame at Frieze. Here, AnOther talks to Stephenson, whose recent side projects 
include the S/S13 Look Book for designer duo Agi & Sam, and unearth his favourite bird facts and 
dreams of photographing the Queen...

Where did you find the birds to photograph?

I was living in the north of England at the time and luckily they had a good bird club in my area 
and a great website with a breeders directory so I just contacted people and explained my idea; 
some people were happy to help, some flatly refused.

What in particular intrigues you about exotic birds?

I think they are really beautiful and fantastically colourful. I love the photos as you can see them 
really close up, which is something I’d never seen before.

Do you have a favourite bird fact?

Gypsies love green finches and if you breed one with a canary they make the best songbirds. Ze-
bra finches have the nickname “angels with trumpets” as that what they sound like when they 
chirp.

If you were a bird, what species would you be?

I’d be a bird of prey that soars. Like an eagle or something like that.

What makes a good photograph?

That’s a hard question and I don’t think I know the answer but it needs to start with a solid idea.

What inspires your practice?

The little things in life.

What is your dream project?

To take a portrait of the Queen.

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve ever been given?

Life’s not a race.
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They may not be sexy in the traditional sense, but birds have been shaking their tail-feathers for 
eager photographers’ lenses ever since the Audubon Society began publishing its field guides in 
the days of ‘Watch the birdie’.

British portraitist Luke Stephenson is no exception, though show birds are more his type. His 
most recent photographic tome is devoted to capturing those kept beauties at their best, 
starting with the budgie: ‘accessible, familiar and wonderfully beautiful’.

As Michael Smith, journalist and contributor to ‘The Culture Show’, writes in the book’s forward: 
‘They live in an overlap between the natural and manmade worlds, and say as much about the 
culture that created them as they do about nature.’

Compiled with anti-Audubon crispness by the London-based design studio YES, Stephenson’s 
‘An Incomplete Dictionary of Show Birds’ is a project that grew into an obsession, with each new 
conquest, from finch to parrot, more alluring than the last. ‘There are so many more I would love 
to photograph, which is why it is “incomplete”,’ says Stephenson. ‘It’s something I imagine I’ll 
return to throughout my life, a never-ending project that could become my life’s work.’

He will keep interesting company with enthusiastic owners (‘mostly men’, says Stephenson), 
some of whom have been keeping birds their entire life and eschew holidays between shows like 
concerned parents.

Their passion is understandable. The subjects, annotated in the book with both their English and 
Latin names, are either brazenly colourful or deceivingly neutral, with brash colour peeking out 
from under wings or bellies like lingerie.
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While Berlin’s weather may be currently flirting with the idea of summer, things are heating up 
over in London at The Photographers Gallery with the group exhibition “Didn’t We Have A Lovely 
Time…”, a show focussing on the British seaside with works from Simon Roberts, Luke Stephen-
son, Nicholas Hughes, Mike Perry and John Hinde. 

Here, Sleek caught up with British photographer Luke Stephenson, about his series “99 x 99s” in 
which he photographed ninety-nine of the iconic British seaside ice creams quite simply called, 
the 99.  

Sleek: How did the series begin?

Luke Stephenson: It all kind of began when I was started doing a project on ice cream vans a 
couple of years ago, and then from that I started to get more and more interested in the ice 
creams themselves and how they have become iconic items in British culture. From there I 
started to think, “What if I was to photograph ninety nine ice creams in the same way every...
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 time?”– you would see all the differences between each one. That was something that was 
really appealing to me. In the beginning though I thought I was just going to go to ice cream vans, 
but I soon realised that when you’re at the seaside you don’t need to be in a van because people 
just come to the beach, so I had to open it up ice cream parlours as well. 

How did you make the series?

I bought myself a little camper van, called the “Bedford Nipper”, which became my little house 
and my mode of transport. It began at the end of July and I was on the road for 25 days, I started 
in Southampton and then I went east to Brighton, Kent, Essex, and then all the way up the East 
coast to North Yorkshire up to Edinburgh. Then from Edinburgh I went to Glasgow, and then I 
came down to Carlisle and left the van with my mum, before setting off again about a week later 
and heading towards Cumbria, Wales, Devon and Cornwall. 

I also made a little studio on wheels that fit into my camper van, and the idea was to photograph 
the ice creams exactly the same throughout the country. Because of the wheels on the box, it 
meant I could wheel it up to the ice cream van or shop, get the ice cream, put it in the box, pho-
tograph it and it would all be done within about thirty seconds.

Was this the first time you had set out to photograph one thing repeatedly?

A couple of years ago I did a project on cornflakes where I set out to try and photograph every 
cornflake in a box of cereal. It then escalated into 7,122 cornflakes. That was a horrible week of 
my life!

Back to the ice creams, did you set yourself any rules when you were making the series?

Only that I would say yes to any sauces or toppings that they asked, sort of a bit like Supersize 
Me. Otherwise it was just a plain 99.

Ninety-nine ice creams is quite a lot, did you have to eat them all?

I didn’t have to eat them all… But I did eat quite a few! I did taste every one, just to see and I defi-
nitely had one a day at least. I couldn’t have eaten them all, I would’ve been sick! I became quite 
the ‘99’ connoisseur by the end actually.

I also got really interested in some of the cones as just some of the designs on them are abso-
lutely beautiful. I used to get quite excited when I was handed a nice cone! But remember I did 
do this on my own, so I was basically just spending two weeks on my own in a little van eating 
and obsessing about a certain type of ice cream. It got a bit maddening at times.

For many years in British documentary photography, photographers such as Martin Parr and 
Tony Ray Jones have been fascinated with the British seaside –  what is it about the British 
beach that is so appealing?

I think it is just because the seaside encompasses everything that is great and bad about British 
culture – all in this little enclosed world. You see all the sides to Britain and it draws you in.  

What was your favourite ice cream?

The nicest tasting one was from an ice cream parlour called “Jones” which was just outside 
Swansea. That was a really good tasting home-made ice cream and I used to get really excit-
ed when I found a good one. Thinking back, it was really strange for a thirty year old man to be 
doing that…
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Perhaps no sound heralds the start of the summer season better than the singsong melody of 
the ice cream truck. And no sweet treat feels more Memorial Day-appropriate than a sugar cone 
topped with cold swirls of soft serve. So on the occasion of the holiday weekend, we’re taking a 
closer look at the photographer Luke Stephenson’s latest project, “99x99s,” which feels espe-
cially timely as temperatures finally begin their merciful rise.

The series, shot on a summer road trip across 3,500 miles of the United Kingdom’s coastline, 
features 99 still-life photographs of 99s — the iconic British soft-serve ice cream cone gar-
nished with a Cadbury Flake bar. Alongside each cone, Stephenson catalogs the ice cream truck 
or parlor from which it came. These sunny but otherwise mundane-seeming locales only height-
en the mythological appeal of the 99s, which are presented as pristine specimens, too beautiful 
— almost — to eat.



Charmed by the British seaside, 31-year-old photographer Luke Stephenson embarked on 
a road trip in search of its ultimate emblem – the 99 ice-cream. His mission? To snap 99 ice-
creams in 99 locations, documenting the subtle touches that made each ice-cream unique. The 
Darlington-born photographer had only one rule when he began last July: if the vendor offered 
sauce, sprinkles or any other topping, he would accept. If not, a plain 99 it was. “One asked if I 
wanted sherbet,” he says. “And occasionally you got some nuts on there.”

Stephenson spent 25 days on the road, covering 3,500 miles of coastline in his Bedford Nipper 
camper van. At around 240 calories per ice-cream, he thinks he consumed between 6,000 and 
10,000. “I ate quite a few and I tasted most of them. I think I ate about one whole ice-cream a 
day. I did start getting sick of them but I’ve eaten them since. I’ve become a bit of a connoisseur 
– they should be really smooth.” His favourite came from the Mumbles in Swansea from an ice-
cream parlour called Joe’s. “It was homemade and had a slight taste of caramel,” he recalls.

Inspiration came initially from childhood memories – “the excitement when the ice-cream van 
turned up” – and then from the three years he spent studying photography in Blackpool. “It was 
a project that was close to my heart. I got to see firsthand the ups and downs of the seaside. It’s 
a strange world – a place that lives and dies by the weather, which is quite sad really.”

Stephenson’s Kickstarter campaign has made it possible to turn the 99 collection into a book, 
out in August, which will showcase each ice-cream next to its corresponding location. As writ-
er and broadcaster Michael Smith observes in the book’s introduction: “It wasn’t a journey to 
explore the 99 so much as a journey into the collective psyche and the land that had created it… 
a rite of passage. American photographers do epic road trips down Route 66. English photogra-
phers go to the seaside.”
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LUKE STEPHENSON
PRICE LIST
Giclée prints on Hahnemuehle photo rag paper (308 GSM)

16.5 x 12” (A3 / 42 cm x 29.7 cm), Edition of 10:

Edition 1-5   £ 700   + vat
Edition 6-7   £ 850   + vat
Edition 8-9   £ 1000 + vat
Edition 10   £ 1200 + vat
AP    £ 1500 + vat
AP 2    £ 1750 + vat 

33 x 23” (A1 / 84.1 cm x 59.1 cm), Edition of 5:

Edition 1-2    £ 850   + vat
Edition 3   £ 1000 + vat 
Edition 4    £ 1250  + vat
Edition 5   £ 1500 + vat
AP    £ 2000 + vat
AP 2     £ 2500 + vat

E: printsales@tpg.org.uk 
T: +44 207 087 9320 

The Photographers’ Gallery
16 - 18 Ramillies Street
London, Eng W1F 7LW
United Kingdom

CONTACT INFORMATION

FRAMING 

16.5 x 12”    £140 + vat
     
33 x 23”    £325 + vat


