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Can you tell us how you met and how the 

collaboration came about?

We met through going to book fairs in London and 

New York. We had hung out in New York via Molly 

Matalon, so we were on a friend level. Before we met, 

I’d been making this work for the last few years, just 

making pictures without clear direction. In December 

of 2020, I started to realise that these pictures that I’d 

been making had some relationship to each other. It 

started to feel like a body of work. I’ve always wanted 

to make a book that felt like a real monograph, but 

I also never wanted to rush that experience. I’ve 

never been a super prolific photographer. I felt more 

interested in having a book act as a timestamp in my 

career and being intentional about it. At that point, I 

really had no expectations and had no clue how you 

make a book. I mean, I emailed you just to send my 

work to you. I didn’t expect it to turn into anything.

It’s an aspect I love about photography. You can 

meet and connect with people by sending each 

other work. It gives you a reason to talk to people. 
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I’m constantly sending my work to my close friends, 

but I was getting into this phase with this particular 

project where I wanted to send work to other 

people outside of my direct network. I sent it to you 

and I also sent the work to a couple of other people 

just wanting feedback.

It’s funny because when you sent me your work, 

I was already thinking of reaching out to you, to 

potentially ask you to work on a book together.

Aw, I didn’t know that!

Yes! I knew your work when we met and I was 

already excited about what you were doing but for 

some reason I had a preconceived idea that you 

were already working on something with a  

big curator, or publisher. So it was really cool 

when you sent the work — it felt like the most 

organic collaboration.

Can you tell us how you work together and what 

you value about the partnership?

I think that we’re still quite early on in terms of 

working. We’ve just been doing a lot of emails and 

call exchanges and I’ve been trying to learn a little 

bit more about why you did this work.

I think that it’s nice to be able to work with images 

without knowing too much about the story behind 

them and then slowly learning what they mean or 

what the photographer’s intent is. For me, a bit of 

distance is always important. I know from editing 

my own work that it’s sometimes really hard to step 

back and see the images purely objectively.

It’s important to me when collaborating to always  

be the person who is a little bit on the outside. 

Of course, I’m not necessarily more objective — my 

opinions are also subjective, but because it’s not my 

work, I won’t have the same emotional attachment. 

So, that’s how I try to help other people’s work, by 

providing a project with fresh eyes, even when, like 

for this book, it’s been over two years!
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I sent you the work in something like February 

2020 and you responded pretty quickly, within 

a week or something. I was so stoked when you 

were down but then obviously COVID happened. 

I felt paralysed because so many of the pictures I 

wanted to make were of other people. But luckily 

both of us said, ‘I’m still really down for this, there’s 

no need to rush.’

As a publisher, I’m excited to be working with 

someone who is open to keep talking about the 

work. Rather than being, like, ‘Okay, this is finished, 

this is how many pages I want and this is my friend, 

designer, who is going to do it. We have the cover 

finished and this is the colour of the paper that I 

want and it’s all ready to go’.

If that’s the case, it feels pointless for me to be 

involved. The importance of the partnership is that 

both people want to collaborate on it. I want to feel 

okay to say if I don’t like something, or if I feel like 

it doesn’t work. But I don’t think we’re at that stage 

yet. We have an edit that is almost there and now 

we’re going to build the story.

Yes, that’s a good point. I also want you to 

feel that I trust your opinion and want your 

opinion. I don’t know if it’s just my nature to feel 

collaborative in that way or if it has to do with 

doing jobs outside of photography that allow you 

to see the benefit of collaborating. I don’t want 

to be the headstrong artist that’s like, ‘This is 

the way, and this is the only way it must be.’ It’s 

important to understand that work can thrive by 

allowing for other people’s opinions and curation. 

Also, what’s the point of involving other people if 

you don’t want their input?

It’s so difficult to balance, because an artist really 

needs to be confident with what they’re doing 

and have really strong opinions about what they 

like. It’s good to be a bit of a control freak in that 

respect. But I think you need to respect other 

people’s work and involvement and allow their 

influence to trickle through.
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Obviously you need to have collaborators that 

you trust and you feel good with. I’m sure any 

photographer will have worked with a team that they 

didn’t know and it can go really wrong really quickly, 

if everyone’s not on the same page, you know?

Totally! By the time I sent you that initial email,  

I had already begun the process of editing things 

down. I could have sent you 1000 images and said, 

‘Alright, go for it!’ It made sense to me to take the 

1000s of pictures, edit them down to 150 to 200 

to send to you, and then narrow it down to the final 

60 together.

Yeah, but I do think it’s different for everyone. 

Some people literally want to see twenty images 

and they want to just work with that and they want 

a strong opinion like, ‘That’s all I’m giving you’ and 

you never see any B roll or anything.

I’ve learned that I should only take on projects, 

or try to work with people that I’m 100% sure 

I’m going to be proud of the final outcome. In the 

beginning, you’re just excited that someone wants 

to work with you, or wants your involvement. You’d 

say yes to anyone because it’s such a compliment 

that someone would pick you out of a million people 

— even if it was a terrible project, for terrible 

money, or a magazine that you’re not excited about. 

You still feel very privileged and it’s a nice feeling. 

So, it’s really important to be able to say no and 

learn from that.

Knowing this now, I’m very careful as well with 

Palm projects, where I wasn’t at the start. I just 

wanted to be part of this thing. As much as I’m 

still learning, I feel more grown into it. I’m so much 

more sure about everything that I’m doing.

I would say, your full-time job is being a 

photographer. I can imagine it being more difficult 

if Palm was your full-time job, to think, strategise 

and decide what’s going to sell and all these sorts 

of things. Photography is your main job and Palm is 

sort of a parallel.
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A side hustle. It was a very sober decision that  

I made. I was making way more books before but 

I just decided that this needed to be a space that 

was 100% free of any of those stresses related  

to working commercially.

I enjoy working commercially, but I didn’t want that 

for Palm. If I wanted to put pressure on it I could 

smash out three to four titles a year with big names 

and know they were going to sell, and that would 

be fine. But I’m lucky enough not to have to rely 

on it as my income, which means I can choose 

my projects more carefully. Sure, that means that 

sometimes the releases are going to be smaller,  

but that’s okay.

I think in this age of very quick photography and 

Instagram and the obsessive way in which we 

consume images, it makes sense to have this 

opposite approach; to respond to Instagram and 

the internet in this way. If you’re making books, it’s 

already transgressive to make a printed object of 

images. You might as well really do it and really  

be conscientious about it.

Even with exhibitions, everything has a certain date 

on it. You know that the show is going to be up for 

three months and although the images are there 

forever, the next time they’re shown, they’re likely 

to be in a different order. With a book, you can’t do 

that. It’s a statement that stays forever, even though 

you might have sold out and those copies are no 

longer available, someone could get their hands on 

that book and ten, fifteen years later, they will still 

see your thought process.

A book is solid and although you might think,  

‘Oh shit, maybe I should’ve done it this way’  

or something, it’s nice that it’s permanent. It’s  

quite romantic in that way, you know?

Yes, definitely. I love that photobooks are like 

these love letters to the audience. You’re forcing 

someone to interact with the work in a very 

specific way.
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We’re going to work on the exhibition next! It’s 

really exciting to be able to have two mediums. As 

we spoke of before, it doesn’t have to be that the 

exhibition is a small part of the book, or the book is 

part of the exhibition. It can be two different things. 

The fact that the one led to the other is great and 

just adds even more to the experience. 

What have been the most gratifying moments of 

the project?

I don’t know if the most gratifying moment has 

come yet, we’re still quite early in the project, 

but I’m hoping that seeing the exhibition and then 

holding the book in our hands will be like, ‘Fuck 

yes.’ You know?

Yes, definitely. The best is yet to come.

It feels that the longer you worked on the project, 

the longer we spoke about it, the more opportunities 

came. We had so many conversations about how it 

doesn’t matter where you grew up, there are certain 

things that women share, or have in common.

Like, every single woman that I know walks home 

with keys between her fingers, everyone texts 

each other when they go somewhere and when 

they leave their houses. I still do it, and I do it 

to male and female friends actually. Whenever 

someone leaves my house late, I always ask them 

to message me when they get home. I didn’t ever 

question where it’s coming from. It felt very much 

like something a mum or a granny would say and 

they’d only be asking you because of the amount 

of times that they didn’t feel safe when they were 

coming back home. I guess the story that you 

photographed in this book made me think about it 

more. Some of the elements, from your other work 

as well, really forced me to think about those things 

don’t really change regardless of if you live in 

America, or Poland or the UK, or wherever.

I discovered womanhood and close female 

friendships quite late, because all my friends were 

men when I was growing up. We deal with certain 

things with humour or by being tough. We manage 

trauma by talking about it and it doesn’t feel  

as separated as other topics can. It’s made this 

project feel very personal, even though obviously 

it’s not mine — it feels like it’s something that 

everyone can relate to. Every woman but 

potentially some men too.

Yes, for sure, thank you for saying all of that. I’m 

fascinated by the way this is evolving online, too. My 

TikTok algorithm is just completely this conversation, 

in many different forms. Whether it’s having a laugh 

about this thing that we all sort of deal with, or is very 

serious and a PSA of, ‘Here’s how to stay safe on the 

subway.’ I’ve been saving all of them. I’m not sure I’ll 

ever use the images themselves, perhaps I save them 

because they prove the thesis of my work. When 

viewed all together, they paint this picture of feminism 

as it is now.

I think it’s so easy for the media to only represent 

the negative side or positive side of desire.  

It’s so exciting to be able to complicate that 

and understand that it is two parts. It’s like an 

Ouroboros — the snake that eats itself.
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Caroline Tompkins’ upcoming 

book, Bedfellow, will be 

published by Palm* Studios 

in 2022. In it, Caroline uses 

her own experiences as a 

starting point for exploring the 

compelling and complicated 

relationship between desire,  

sex, fear and violence.

 

The images on these pages offer 

an early glimpse of the rich and 

honest narrative of Caroline’s 

anticipated debut monograph.
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