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FOREWORD


About This Series
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Photography is what I do and have done for most of my life, and like any professional, I work at it, trying to improve my skills and my ideas. I actually enjoy sharing all of this, because I love photography and want as many people as possible to do it—but do it well. This includes learning why good photographs work and where they fit in the history of the craft.


This series of books is inspired by the structure of a college course, and of the benefits of a collective learning environment. Here, we’re setting out to teach the fundamentals of photography in a foundational course, before moving on to teach specialist areas—much as a student would study a set first-year course before moving on to studying elective subjects of their own choosing.


The goal of these books is not only to instruct and educate, but also to motivate and inspire. Toward that end, many of the topics will be punctuated by a challenge to get out and shoot under a specific scenario, demonstrating and practicing the skills that were covered in the preceding sections. Further, we feature the work of several real-life photography students as they respond to these challenges themselves. As they discuss and I review their work, we hope to make the material all the more approachable and achievable.


For you, the reader, this series provides, I hope, a thorough education in photography, not just allowing you to shoot better pictures, but also to gain the same in-depth knowledge that degree students and professionals do, and all achieved through exercises that are at the same time fun and educational. That is why we’ve also built a website for this series, to which I encourage you to post your responses to the shooting challenges for feedback from your peers. You’ll find the website at www.mfphotoschool.com
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Student Profiles


 


Lukasz Kazimierz Palka
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Lukasz is a Polish-born urban photographer based in Tokyo, Japan. He is known for his street photography and exploration of the metropolitan landscape and its natural environs. Lukasz established himself in Tokyo in 2009, and began shooting out of a curiosity about the city and its people. He has been documenting Tokyo for over two years, while also making excursions to China, Australia, and other nations in the eastern hemisphere.


Lukasz’s photographic style has yet to crystallize, but can be described as “cinematic.” He is inspired by films such as Blade Runner and sci-fi manga such as Ghost in the Shell. Through his work, he aims to show the world a glimpse of what he sees, casting a light on the moments that daily emerge and fade in our cities. His inspiration comes from one of the largest human conglomerations on earth: Tokyo.


Currently, Lukasz is a hustling freelancer, primarily a Photographer, Graphic Designer, and Educator. More of his work can viewed at www.lkazphoto.com





Benoît Auguste
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What started as a casual hobby of documenting events has become a creative passion and a driving force in Benoît’s life. For some time he worked in an office, but it didn’t take long for him to realize he’s much more cut out for roaming city streets and capturing decisive moments as they reveal themselves. So he left the office job, got a Nikon D300s, and has been working toward being a Paris-based professional photojournalist ever since.


Benoît is an autodidact, having taught himself by rigorous experimentation and exhaustive studies of great photographers. He is strongly influenced by William Klein, Robert Frank, Diane Arbus, JH Lartigue, and—of course—HCB (Henri Cartier-Bresson).


He has lived in Paris since age 18, and this magnificent city never ceases to amaze and inspire him. He chooses to photograph mostly in black and white because that is how he remembers his surroundings—the sky is gray, the walls and buildings are gray, the people don’t wear bright colors, even the river Seine is more gray than blue. It also doesn’t hurt that in his latest work, he photographs mostly at night, as this is when some of the most important action happens. Daylight, he feels, often reveals too much and can make it difficult to isolate the smaller, more significant dramas; whereas the night and low-light atmospheres help cut straight to what is most essential.


To explore more of Benoît’s work, visit: http://cargocollective.com/olybrius and http://www.facebook.com/olybrius.fr





Jared Krause
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A Toronto-based street and travel photographer, Jared Krause focuses on capturing candid moments wherever he goes. He first picked up a camera in 2009, and hasn’t put one down since. He loves to explore and has found that a camera allows him to share his experiences with others.


He is fascinated by capturing the human condition in its undisturbed essence. So most of his photography happens while exploring high-population areas. He uses smaller-sized cameras that allow him to capture candid moments without intruding on the lives of those he photographs.


Jared is self taught, and finds most of his inspiration through his ever-expanding collection of photography books. He loves looking at photos almost as much as he loves taking them.


One of Jared’s favorite pastimes is solo backpacking. So far, Jared’s travels have brought him through 17 countries spanning four continents. As he puts it, “There’s something beautiful about wandering a new city for days with only a backpack and a camera. The best way to capture life with a camera is to saturate yourself in it.”


For more about Jared’s work, please visit http://jaredk.ca


You can contact Jared by emailing him at j@jaredk.ca





Nathan Biehl
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Nathan was born in a small town nestled in the north woods of Wisconsin, USA. After bouncing around the Midwest for most of his life, he now claims Iowa City, Iowa as his home. His current day job is as a graphic designer, and while his 9 to 5 is devoted to design, his free time is consumed by photography.


Nathan attended the University of Northern Iowa where he received a BFA in Printmaking. Originally, his photography served as a reference point for his prints, but soon after graduating it evolved into be his primary creative focus.


While his educational background was in the arts, his only formal training in photography was an introductory class covering the basics of black-and-white photography. Nathan welcomes every chance to expand his photographic knowledge by pouring over any book, blog, or gallery he can find.


To view more of his work, visit www.biehl.me





Victor Gan
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Victor was born and grew up in Mississauga, Canada. In 2011, he became interested in photography when moving to Vancouver for work and then Sweden for school. He found photography lets him capture his personal perspectives and document the world as he sees it. Some months later, he saved up enough to buy a DSLR. It was large, clunky, and six years old. He spent the rest of his savings on schooling in Singapore and travels around Southeast Asia, continuing his craft.


Victor appreciates the technical aspects of photography as an application of optics and remote sensing, but he views photography more as a medium for evoking emotion and capturing the story of a solitary moment in time. He still finds it hard to create shots that portray the particular feeling he’s looking for, and often misses the short window of opportunity for many shots; but he is slowly working to raise his abilities to portray his ideas.


You can see more of Victor’s work at photography.vgan.ca





Mark Jaworski
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A professional photographer whose subjects include Bruce Springsteen, Lady Gaga, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Elvis Costello and others, Mark Jaworski has spent much of his life traveling and documenting his experiences along the way. Mark discovered his passion for photography at a young age while accidentally stumbling upon a scene so beautiful in its mundanity that he could not help but reach for a camera which he did not yet own.


Mark has always found a certain beauty and serenity in the forsaken, and spent his early years shooting abandoned buildings throughout the world. After several years of capturing the non-human world, Mark ventured into the realm of human subjects. His professional work began with promotional portraiture of musicians, and quickly expanded into commercial photography, creative portraiture, events, and more. The vast majority of Mark’s time is spent working with clients, but his personal work is what keeps him motivated to continue his artistic development.


Aside from his career as a photographer, Mark is a published historian and adamant collector of antique photography, specifically the work of World War II photojournalists. While the bulk of his collection has yet to be published, Mark says he has plans to make these photographs available to the public in the near future.


Mark’s work has been featured in various publications, including Rolling Stone, 20th Century Fox, Billboard, and more.


You can see more of his work at markjaworskistudios.com




Introduction


 


Many photographers are attracted to the purity of a street image. Like photojournalism, street photography stakes a claim of earnestness, saying “This happened; it’s not an artificial creation.” But the street shooter can go even further than straightforward documentation because their creation is permitted and indeed intended to reach into fine art. The best street photos succeed because they isolate the visceral artfulness that goes unnoticed in the hustle and bustle of everyday life. Sometimes this artfulness takes the form of bizarrely ironic juxtapositions (which can be just plain funny—as humor is an important element in this genre). Other times it exists as a touching moment of intimacy or vulnerability adrift in the commotion of city life. It may even be purely graphic—a well-timed shot where a combination of visual elements align in a way that appears intentional, but in fact is just one of the myriad instances of art occurring all around us.


One way to explore the exceptionalness of street photography is to hold it up to the art of painting. Landscape and portrait photographers have much to learn from their painterly counterparts, and indeed those art forms share many of the same contemplative aesthetics of composition and lighting. But the ability to snatch a candid moment out of thin air and preserve it indefinitely is essentially beyond the realm of painting. It is a unique ability granted to photography as a result of the inherent technology involved.


The history of street photography is very much entwined with this technological development. While candids can be traced back to the birth of photography, it really wasn’t until cameras got small enough and lenses fast enough—with the invention of the Ermanox and the Leica in the 1920s—to allow for the essential element of stealth that street photography finally came into its own. It was a revolution in the art, and it took time to accept that these pedestrian snapshots of often low-class and urban environments were “legitimate” art. Rather like abstract art was perceived as a threat to the painstaking efforts of painters to achieve realism, street shots are still challenged to transcend their innate everydayness to signify something greater than their literal subject.
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Innumerable subjects


Street shooting is all about getting down in the thick of it, where the action is. While you will invariably find your favorite neighborhoods and events, they will change with each visit, and indeed each second. Vigilance and a readiness are your best tools for isolating quality street shots as they appear.


None of this is to say that street shooting is left entirely to chance. If that were true, this would be a very short book that simply instructed you to take pictures constantly and hope that a few of them turn out to be exceptional. Instead, you will see in the following chapters that there is an abundance of skills and techniques that you can develop to anticipate when these exceptional scenes will take place. Then there’s also the technical matter of how best to capture them. Fortunately, street photography is much more forgiving than other genres. Of course you should always try to not blow your highlights, keep your horizons level, subject in focus, and so on; but far more important than technical perfection is the quality of your subject, the timing of your capture, and the story it conveys. Indeed, it is part of the street aesthetic to be somewhat gritty and rough around the edges—that’s how life is on the street; anything less would be simply false.
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Build up your confidence


While you typically don’t want to alert your subjects to your presence before the shot, if they do notice you, you’d be amazed at how a quick smile and a point to the camera with a thumbs up can diffuse any tension and let you carry on shooting.




Shooting Techniques
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With greater choice of lighter-weight, higher-end cameras on the market, photographers have more opportunity than ever to take up street photography. Gone are the days of shooting exclusively with Henri Cartier-Bresson’s weapon of choice: the rangefinder. Instead, today photographers can use anything from compact DSLRs to high-tech camera phones. While technology has moved on, the principles of capturing that illusive slice of society in one shot has barely changed from when the Godfather of the genre himself roamed the streets, with many of his well-known techniques still used the world over.


Street photography finds its roots in photojournalism, where the photographer visualizes the essence of the story within one image. Similarly street photographers use all manner of compositional techniques to express a message within the shot. Debatably, street photography, more than any other genre, can be used as a vehicle for self-expression—communicating the photographer’s voice and opinions in a single image or series of images. For example, through juxtaposition, photographers can attach a range of emotions to the picture, from irony and humor to loneliness and despair. What is more, the way in which the photo is taken and the techniques and settings that are used, all lend in making the message three dimensional.


The way in which we shoot also plays a part in determining the content of the images. Some photographers opt for a covert approach and employ tactics to help them blend into the crowd or photograph from a distance. This method is considered safer and more comfortable, putting the photographer at ease to aim and shoot without detection. However, the other option is to adopt a more brazen approach where photographers, armed with a wide-angle lens, get closer to their subjects to instil a greater sense of tension within their work.





The Skill of Being Unseen


 


Understandably, most people walking down the street don’t expect or want to have a stranger’s camera thrust in their face, so it’s likely that you, as the street photographer, may feel a little hesitant at first. The good news is there are many avenues of taking photographs without drawing attention to yourself.


Travel Light


 


The quickest and easiest way to draw attention to yourself is to hit the streets with every item of photographic equipment you own. The beauty of street photography, and one of the key ways to be successful at it, is traveling light. Forget the tripod, the battery grip, the reflectors, and even the flash unit; all you really need is a camera (and lens, of course). The lighter and smaller it is, the less attraction you’ll draw to yourself. This is one of the reasons Henri Cartier-Bresson always known for his Leica rangefinder.


There are ways of getting around the equipment you are lacking. For example, using a flash would be like using a siren, alerting your potential subjects to the fact you are taking their picture. Instead, either boost the ISO or look at where the sun’s light is falling and use it to your advantage. Similarly, tripods are heavy and will immediately give you away. In some countries could land you with a fine when used on the streets of busy cities. Instead, pump up the ISO, or find another method of support. You could steady the camera on a park bench, a wall, a bin, your bag, or even the shoulder of a willing friend. This is particularly important when using longer focal lengths, a slow shutter speed, or shooting in lower light. Opting to fire the shutter with the self-timer or remote control release will reap sharper results too.


Blending In


 


Most pedestrians are on their way somewhere to do something with a hundred other thoughts dashing through their minds. As such, they are unlikely to be aware of a person seemingly standing still on the sidelines, minding their own business. Street photographers quite often station themselves in a busy spot, such as a traffic junction, a plaza, a high street, a bridge, or anywhere else that a large volume of people use to walk through. When a rush of people walk past you can raise the camera, look through the viewfinder and begin framing and photographing, without fear that someone will stop you. Turn the camera’s sound features off, to further encourage anonymity.
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Hide in the crowd


A busy sidewalk in an urban center has so much going on that your subjects will rarely notice you—as long as you act fast.
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Blend in


To gain confidence, newcomers to street photography can try to avoid detection by blending into the crowd. As well as shooting the scene from behind people’s backs, you can hang the camera around your neck and set it on a timer. This technique can be particularly effective when walking through crowds.


For those who find the prospect of adopting the traditional shooting stance a bit daunting, there is an option to take it back a step. Instead of raising the camera to your eye, turn on the Live View mode and photograph the scene using the LCD as your viewfinder. If that is still too intimidating there is another, more covert option: Carry the camera around your neck and set the focus to auto; if your camera has the option, choose focus tracking. Program the camera’s self-timer to between two and five seconds, and activate the burst drive mode setting, to fire repeated frames. When an interesting individual approaches, simply press the shutter to focus and then position your body in the direction of the subject. Check and review the images and make changes to settings to vary the effect. If you own a remote control shutter release, you can simply press the button from within your pocket.


Diversion Tactics


 


Many newcomers to the genre find that they are most comfortable composing and photographing their subjects from a distance, thus they use a telephoto lens to zoom in close to the action. Telephoto lenses are fantastic for sniper-style shooting where the photographer can aim and fire at a distance, safe in the knowledge that they are unlikely to be detected and confronted. This is usually how most street photographers begin and is a good way of practicing before building up the courage to dial back the zoom and get close to the action physically. When that time comes, try employing a diversion tactic of pretending to aim at something else; then when the subject’s eyes are averted or they don’t seem bothered by the intrusion, you are free to fire at will.







Top Tips for Blending In


 


• Pick a busy and bustling location, rife with human traffic.


• Turn off your camera’s audio alerts.


• Use autofocus for quick, covert shooting.


• Use the self-timer or remote release to shoot without physically pressing the shutter.


• Travel light and use found objects as alternative methods of support.


• Use a telephoto lens and photograph subjects from a distance.


• Pretend to aim at something else before and after shooting your subject.








How the Lens Influences Style


 


Wide Angle


 


A wide-angle lens used in street photography is perfect for one thing in particular: allowing the viewer to feel in the thick of the action. The wide scope of the lower focal lengths offers great creative potential to the shooter, whether it is to capture a crowded piazza in its entirety or to photograph the priceless reaction on a person’s face just a few feet away.


A wide-angle lens also affords the shooter the ability to include foreground and background elements, and be able to keep both in focus. This is an important factor for those hoping to compose images conveying content that shows a connection or juxtaposition.


Another handy trait of the wide angle, which street shooters in particular enjoy, is the glass’s ability to distort lines, gifting the shooter the ability to play with perspective. The greater the focal length, the more exaggerated the effect until we reach the realms of the fisheye, which adds a spherical quality to images.





Telephoto


 


Telephoto lenses present the world in a narrower field of view, cutting straight into the action and cropping in on details. While the lens is commonly associated with wildlife and sports, its ability to magnify the action and make it feel closer than it really is appeals to street photographers.


Using a telephoto lens allows you to compress distance and creatively generate a shallower depth of field. This can be perfect for honing in on one person or subject in particular and have the background distorted into a creative blur, focusing the drama on the main point of the shot.


There are two main occasions when street photography calls for a telephoto lens. The first is that it helps nervous shooters cut into the scene without physically having to move into it.
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Up close and personal


Wide-angle lenses afford shooters the potential to capture a greater wealth of content within an image, and as we can see in this image they offer the ability to capture details in the foreground as well as the background.


The second is that it can be quicker and more useful for snapping candids when it is not possible for the shooter to reach the scene in time.
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