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I L E X




Taking a new look at composition, the theme of his best-selling classic The Photographer’s Eye, Michael Freeman now explores the visual mechanics of photography in its own native terms. Lushly illustrated with straight-to-the-point diagrams and graphic deconstructions, this book speaks in that intuitive, visual, and instantaneous language in which photographers think and work.


Each section is organized into discrete units that articulate a working method for communicating particular ideas and capturing certain subjects. Dive into beautiful images and explore how each compositional element is placed and arranged in relationship to each other. Examine the outtakes from each shoot to understand why one particular image succeeded, compared to those shot before and after. Track the viewer’s eye as it moves throughout the photo to see the optical dynamics held within each frame. And most of all, internalize this graphic language so you can instantly recognize amazing and powerful shots as they appear in your own viewfinder.





INTRODUCTION
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This book takes as it’s starting point my earlier The Photographer’s Eye, which deliberately concentrated on how the image works rather than how the camera works. One of the things I realized with that book and its sequels was that often it would have been simpler in explaining a point about composition or color to have bypassed words and instead relied more on a purely visual explanation. That’s the premise here. Words to a necessary minimum, with visuals carrying the story. The decision also allowed me to indulge my love of making illustrations, although you might wonder why a photographer would be illustrating when he has a camera. I can’t really answer that question, but somehow, for me, the two go together. In any case, I’ve always thought that text and imagery gets processed by the brain in such different ways that any illustrated book demands a kind of jump in the reader’s mind as the eye moves from one to the other. Here at least, we’re asking for less mental jumping by keeping most of the information on the purely visual, graphic plane. Photography itself is an entirely visual experience, so any description of what went on at the time of shooting has to be reconstructed later if it’s to be put into words.


What follows is very much my idea of what is important in shooting, so I take full responsibility for any omissions, which are entirely deliberate. Photography, for me, calls on three essential sets of skills, which I call technical, visual, and conceptual. They differ; they are all important, and to be a complete photographer means not only having them, but also being able to balance them. Technical skills are to do with camera handling, knowing about exposure, depth of field, processing pictures on the computer, and so on. Almost all books and websites about photography focus on these, and they’re essential—but only the beginning of the story. Visual skills are more about seeing, understanding, framing images in the viewfinder, and of course composition. This, frankly, is when photography stops being nerdy and starts to become fascinating. The third set of skills is conceptual, and the word shouldn’t be daunting because it’s really about having a clear idea of what you’re about to shoot. Are you aiming for beauty, drama, spectacle? Or perhaps you’re trying to persuade your audience of something. Or setting out to tell a story with your camera.


Because most writing about photography concentrates entirely on the technical, I’ve always tried to stress the other two skill sets, because they deserve much more coverage than they usually get. In this book I’m looking mainly at visual skills, though naturally they can’t be completely separated from such technical matters as getting the depth of field right for what you want to show, and knowing what shutter speed will deliver the exact degree of frozen, or streaked, motion. Nor are they totally isolated from conceptual ideas such as making a point by juxtaposing two subjects.


What follows is as thorough an explanation of why and how these images work as I can manage without getting wordy. To make some sense of what is a huge subject, the book is divided into ten chapters that each concentrates on a key theme in photography, from the basic act of putting a frame around a potential subject, to working with ideas and imagination in juxtaposing and combining elements of the image.





PART 1



FRAMING
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There’s a subtle but important distinction between framing and, let’s say, composition. Framing the shot usually comes before anything else—the first decision. Composition (or design if you like) covers the whole range of organizing the image, while framing concentrates on enclosing the scene, even before thinking about the relationship between elements inside the picture. It’s no coincidence that the term comes originally from filmmaking, where a scene is enclosed (framed), after which the action plays out within it. There may not be quite this degree of separation in still photography, where the image is singular rather than multiple, but the decisions about where to cut into a landscape, figure, or object, and what to include and what to leave out, still rank as the most important in defining the shot.





EXACT


Framing can be as rigorous and precise as you have the time or energy for. The extreme is probably studio still-life photography, where there is full control and an absolute obligation to bring things into some kind of order. Here, the subject is a white cowrie shell. What could be simpler than that? The set and the lighting, too, are deliberately simple: black acrylic for the surface and a large softbox overhead. These are not throwaway, get-it-done-quickly decisions, but rather the best way of showing volume and shape. I’ve closed in because I want to play with the elegant curves, and because detail can open up a different world of perception. But how much of the shell to include, and where exactly to cut? How close to bring the curved outline to the frame edges, and how to divide the proportions between the shell, the black background and the red interior? The cuts and the gaps were proportionate to the angle at which the various curves of the shell interacted with the frame edges.
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Egg cowrie, 1981
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Placed against black acrylic with a soft top light.
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Framed on the ground-glass screen of a 4x5-inch view camera.
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The angle of the curves cutting the frame influenced the size of the divisions.
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Proportions of the three colors were also taken into account.





EDGE-ALIGN


If there’s a straight edge in the subject, and it’s close to one edge of the frame, it suddenly acquires a new relationship. The closer you position it, the stronger this feels, like a kind of magnetism. This particular alignment, from an Irrawaddy riverboat in Burma, happens to be rectilinear and squared up, and was hard to avoid, as I was standing on the bank at one of the ferry’s frequent stops (I was a passenger), looking for activity on board. The boat’s various openings framed scenes of regular, semi-domestic Burmese life as families travelled for two or three days upriver. I concentrated on one woman hanging out a blanket to dry in the sun; the lighting was intense and frontal, and made me think of a frontal way of framing. The alignment was then inevitable, and the high contrast encouraged me to shave the distance between the upper left and top edges to the absolute minimum.
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Mandalay–Bhamo public boat, 2009
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The side of the boat already created the frame, but at this brightness it needed to be thinner in the image to avoid dominating the subject.





The shooting sequence.
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LOOSE


Loose framing doesn’t (or shouldn’t) mean ill-considered and sloppy. It means, in this case, not being obsessed with how things fit into the frame, or how objects intersect with the edges and corners, and not minding when the frame breaks into a person or some other unit. It’s partly an attitude, and suits situations in which the action takes precedence over the finer points of the frame. Here, we’re on a tea plantation in Assam, and it’s harvest time. It’s a wide-angle occasion (24mm throughout) not so much for pulling more of the scene into the picture, but rather for getting in close among the people and the action. The viewer’s attention is going to be centered on the activity and gestures, and unlikely to be much distracted by the borders. In a busy scene like this, the edges and corners of the frame will be less noticeable. What’s important is the interaction of just three elements: the woman in the foreground, the woman helping pour out the basket, and the flow of tea. The rest is secondary.
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Tea picking, Assam, 2009


The entire take, which took just under one minute.
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The shooting situation depended entirely on three units—the two women and the flow of tea leaves—and fitting them together in the frame.
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FRAME-FIT


When you’re looking for precision and alignment, and the shape of the subject seems similar to the picture frame—or could be made similar—there’s the possibility of being clever with the edges and corners to make everything just fit. Emphasis on “just,” because this is a tricky procedure. One slip and it all falls apart if anything important actually breaks out and crosses the edge. Yes, you could crop in later to make it appear to work, but that wouldn’t really be the point, would it? To be satisfying and neat, the subject has to match the frame. It’s even possible to waste a lot of time moving around and changing lenses to make this happen. Here in Stykkisholmur, Iceland, the neat and orderly buildings included this picket-fenced church, and I realized that there was a camera position that would deliver. The slight gap at the top, above the cross, is deliberate—any less would look too tight. It’s all about order and keeping a watchful eye on every corner and edge.
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The lower third of the frame has exactly equal gaps.
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The sequence leading up to the final frame.
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Church and fence, Stykkishólmur, Iceland, 2008
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