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INTRODUCTION

The New Street Photographer’s Manifesto aims to inspire and equip you with the knowledge you need to be able to go out onto the streets and immortalize moments of life, with whichever camera you choose to use.

In this book we will cover the use of traditional tools, as well as venturing into modern-day technology, and popular mobile phone cameras.

I am a firm believer that street photography should not be limited to those with expensive gear; through experimentation and practice you will find what works for you as a photographer. The key is to explore the different options available, and to discover and develop your own personal style—both in terms of equipment and in terms of your method of shooting.

For example, some people exclusively shoot with a digital SLR, while others prefer to use only film. No one method is better than the other, although they will differ depending on the camera you are using. The New Street Photographer’s Manifesto will highlight these differences and help you decide what you enjoy most. Ultimately, you the photographer will decide what camera you prefer working with, and you can nurture your skills with your chosen equipment over time.

The last chapter in the book is a “showcase” section, featuring some of the most inspirational and talented street photographers around the world today. Each photographer discusses their approach to street photography, and deconstructs the shooting process behind a favorite image, providing unique and personal insights into how they shoot.

Remember, street photography is accessible to us all; you do not need special equipment or fancy locations to create a great street photograph—that is the beauty of street photography, anyone, anywhere can capture a moment in time.
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Bicycle Men—Jinja, Uganda

Canon EOS 350D, 18–55mm ƒ/3.5–5.6 lens

These men were having a chat on their bikes, and as I walked past them they all looked up at me, and I captured that very moment. As soon as I lowered my camera they asked me why I had taken their picture, and protested at being photographed. I explained the essence of street photography and how if I had asked for permission from them it would have ruined the moment. We had a discussion for a few minutes about street photography, and they felt appeased by the end of it. Street photography can be an alien concept to many, so educating your subjects can help them to understand your philosophy, and why you’re capturing these kind of candid moments. Of course, in some situations people simply won’t be interested, so respect that and move on. Don’t dwell on any negative reactions or let them hinder your street photography.




1.

STREET PHOTOGRAPHY

Camera + Moment + Precision + Perfect timing = Street Photograph
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WHAT IS STREET PHOTOGRAPHY?

Street is a unique genre of photography. It doesn’t depend on hours of planning, expensive or elaborate gear, or fashionable, and trendy locations. It simply requires a camera, an eye for moments and perfect timing in everyday and often mundane surroundings, accessible to everyone, anywhere.

It is in those seemingly banal surroundings that moments of expression, beauty, and social interaction can be found in abundance. Look long enough and you’ll see it all around you—a taxi driver waiting for his next customer, a woman on the train, a homeless man crossing the road. These ordinary moments that encompass everyday life can produce fascinating, humoros, and profound reflections of the human world in which we live.

Despite the apparent simplicity of street photography, it would be imprudent to underestimate the skill involved in capturing these fleeting scenes. The world is in constant motion all around us. Blink, and the moment is lost forever. In order to photograph these once-in-a-lifetime moments, you have to be ready to pounce and seize the opportunity, while simultaneously attempting to compose the shot and look inconspicuous.

Similar to documentary photography or photojournalism, street photography is about capturing the reality of our surroundings—candid moments that could be lost in a flash. Unlike many other forms of photography, you cannot plan a moment, or retake the same scene numerous times in search of perfection. There is simply no time for this. You can anticipate and predict, but in essence street is about observation, timing, and precision. Master these traits, and you will be positively surprised and impressed at the results.

The aim of the The New Street Photographer’s Manifesto is to bring you closer to the world; to capture fragments of life that once gone, may never return, whatever camera you have, wherever you are.

The subjects of street photography are all around us and not limited to the street, but rather the public domain in general with people going about their daily lives. Immerse yourself in the urban world with your camera as your companion, and you’ll start seeing the world in a new and exciting light.
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Ask this Man—London, UK

Nikon EM, 50mm ƒ/1.8 lens, Ilford XP2 Super 400 film

This image was shot in Camden, a bustling area of London famous for punks, grunge, music, and fashion. To me, this image represents Camden in its entirety, and the eye contact engages the viewer with the subject.
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Taxi driver—Mumbai, India

Canon EOS 350D, 18–55mm ƒ/3.5–5.6 lens

It was late at night and I noticed this taxi driver waiting for his next customer. Taxis in Mumbai very often have interesting characteristics. In this case, the plastic grapes hanging from the mirror, and the atmospheric lighting, along with the serene look on the driver’s face prompted me to capture this moment. How many of us would find inspiration in a taxi driver? If you open your eyes enough you will begin to spot details in scenes that you may ordinarily ignore.
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Stuart—London, UK

Canon EOS 350D, 50mm ƒ/1.8 lens

I followed this man for a while as he crossed the road, and when he sat down on a bench I approached him and we had a conversation about why he’s walking around the city with a blanket in this way. I was apprehensive at first as I thought he would act in a hostile manner—a stereotypical assumption about a homeless man. However, I was surprised to learn that he chooses this way of life, and he let me take some portraits of him. His name is Stuart.



THE HISTORY OF STREET PHOTOGRAPHY

The concept of what we refer to as “street” photography can be dated as far back as the early 1800s, when photography was still in its infancy. People began experimenting with and exploring a new exciting medium that could freeze time and immortalize moments forever.

However, it was in the late 1930s that a French photojournalist named Henri Cartier-Bresson adopted the idea of capturing candid images of life around him. He would venture out with a light-weight and portable Leica rangefinder camera with a fast 50mm lens, and free from bulky equipment capture the ebb and flow of the world around him. The Leica became his camera of choice and accompanied him everywhere. The portability, agility, and speed of this camera allowed Cartier-Bresson to capture what he called the “decisive moment,” an expression that has become synonymous with his work, and one that is referred to regularly in the world of street photography.

Cartier-Bresson believed that every image should be taken at a “decisive moment”—when aspects of the photograph should come together to form a moment that tells a story.

Cartier-Bresson’s philosophy on street photography included shooting in black and white, with a rangefinder camera, and without the use of flash. He was a true believer in creating the image exclusively within the camera as opposed to post-processing/manipulating in the dark room, and was inconspicuous in his approach—weaving quickly along the streets, in search of the decisive moment. His technique and views on street photography propelled Henri Cartier-Bresson to legendary status as a photographer and pioneer of street, and his photos have become some of the most iconic images known today.

Along with Cartier-Bresson, many others such as Robert Doisneau adopted similar methodologies and principles. People were beginning to use photography as a means to record society, seeing the potential of what could be captured through the lens of their camera on the everyday streets with everyday people.
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Leica M6

This “classic” style of street photography involving black-and-white film and a rangefinder camera gave this genre its signature look; today, purists of street photography would argue their methods are what make street photography, street photography.
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Henri Cartier-Bresson. ROMANIA. In a train. 1975.

Credit © Henri Cartier-Bresson/Magnum Photos.



STREET PHOTOGRAPHY TODAY

Times have changed since the 1930s. Cameras are no longer limited to the wealthy elite; nor are they restricted to physical film.

Today there are countless types of camera, ones to suit every budget and requirement. For example, most of us carry a camera without even subconsciously thinking we are, in the form of our mobile phone. It might not conform to the traditionalist viewpoint of street, but as basic as this camera may seem, phone photography (phoneography) is an ever-growing and popular form of the art.

Technology has allowed us to do away with film. We no longer have to wait for pictures to be processed and developed. It just takes a click and within a moment we can upload images to share with others, something that was unthinkable in the 1930s. The digital medium has also meant that photography has become cheaper.

Color photography has also become popular, changing the “look” of street photography. It has developed the landscape of street photography by bringing bright, vibrant street images to the table.

In short, we now have a vast range of equipment choices suitable for every conceivable budget. While we can still employ the same methods as the founding fathers of street photography and use a rangefinder with black-and-white film, we now also have the option of digital SLRs, mobile phone cameras and compact digital cameras, among many others. Despite technology moving forward providing an array of possibilities, the principles of street photography have remained the same—to capture the “decisive moment.”
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Riot of Color—Haridwar, India

Canon EOS 350D, 24–70mm ƒ/2.8 lens

A demonstration of the power of color, and how it can be used to produce visually engaging images, fully representative of the real world in which the image was shot.
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ATM—Dublin, Ireland

Sony Ericsson D750i

An image shot with a basic 2 megapixel (MP) Sony camera phone. Camera phones can have much higher resolution than this—the iPhone 4S, for example, features an 8MP camera.



THE MIND OF THE STREET PHOTOGRAPHER

Before we begin to talk about methods and shooting techniques of street photography, it’s important to discuss the mindset of the street photographer. I have met numerous photographers who all engage in various styles of shooting, using different cameras. However, all successful street photographers have one fundamental trait in common—lack of fear.

It is fear that causes hesitation to capture the moment. If you think twice, the moment will be gone—lost forever. In many cases there is no time to waste, and hesitation, fed by fear, causes this.

Conquer your fear!

Let’s think of street photography as hunting.

Street photographer = Hunter

The “decisive moment” = Capturing the prey

A hunter has no time to hesitate, and if he/she feels scared, they cannot let it show as the prey will sense the fear, and use it to their advantage and escape, or perhaps even attack. As a street photographer you are like a hunter; attentive, agile, and quick to capture the moment before it escapes from the grips of your camera. If you hesitate for just one second, before you know it the moment will have disappeared, and you will be left holding your camera, without your prize. We will look at ways in which to be unobtrusive and blend into the background like a hunter, but whether you are shooting openly, within clear sight of the subject, or are unseen, you mustn’t hesitate. It is the one flaw that will cause you to make, at best, average photos.

Fear of what?

Today’s society is paranoid more than ever of being captured on camera. As a photographer, you must be conscious of social norms and be sensitive to those you might be shooting, particularly when dealing with the likes of children and the vulnerable, for example. By the same token, being too cautious will mean you will constantly be worrying about what people think of you. As a result, you will not be able to capture images freely as your mind will be occupied with fear—fear of what the subject may think, say, or do if they see you point your camera at them.

Smile!

Practically every street photographer at some time or another will be on the receiving end of hostility. But any hostility can be appeased by one very simple gesture—a smile. In my experience, smiling breaks down the barrier between subject and photographer. It’s the simple psychology of human behavior and interaction, the fundamentals in fact of street photography.
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Biker Boy—Zurich, Switzerland

Nikon F3, 50mm ƒ/1.8 lens, Kodak Ultramax 400 film

I spotted this man taking a smoke on his bike, overlooking the river. I shot an image from the back, and then as I walked past I decided to shoot him face-on. As I composed and focused, he looked up and spotted me. At first I wasn’t sure if he was angry as he remained serious, as though he was wondering why I was shooting him. I smiled at him, and he smiled back—a sign that he was okay with being photographed. The tension immediately disappeared after this simple, natural gesture.

Here are some dos and don’ts to get you into the right frame of mind when photographing the streets.

Do:

•Be courageous! As a photographer you have the right to be out and about with your camera. It is no big deal—do not lose sight of this.

•Smile if seen. This will in most cases break down any barriers and put the subject at ease.

•Know the law and what your rights are (see page 69).

•Talk to the subject if necessary. Explain why you took the picture if the reaction appears to be hostile. In most cases the subject will be interested in hearing what you have to say. Humans are curious, and the majority of the time, they just want to know more. Street photography can be an alien subject to many, so educating your subjects can help them understand where you’re coming from and why you’re capturing these kinds of candid moments. Of course, in some situations people simply won’t be interested, so respect that and move onto the next moment. Don’t dwell on any negative reactions or let them hinder you.

•Respect your subjects. If someone objects to being photographed, respect their decision.

•Stay calm. Your aim is to capture the “decisive moment.” If you’re agitated, worried or nervous, this could have a negative effect.

•Take (reasonable) risks to get an interesting shot. If you see the potential for a great moment, chase it!

Don’t:

•Put your well being at risk and take pictures of something that could cause you physical harm.

•Argue or be rude. This will make the situation worse. Calmly walk away if necessary.

•Invade someone’s personal space by being obtrusive and sticking your camera into their face. You don’t want to annoy people, and all you will do is capture someone provoked by your camera, and that’s not representative of street photography.

•Break the law. Remember, in most parts of the world you have the right to be in the public domain with your camera. I can’t emphasize this enough. If you are traveling, exercise caution, and adapt to the local customs and culture. Know what is acceptable and what is not.
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Speak to the Hand—London, UK

Canon EOS 350D, 50mm ƒ/1.8 lens

Reactions such as this are not uncommon, but with the right approach can sometimes be avoided. In other instances people will be adamant about not being photographed, and in those cases, it is best to simply walk away.

The street photographer is inquisitive, observant, and has the courage to shoot scenes of strangers, even while among strangers. As with most skills, practice makes perfect. If you’re scared initially, go out accompanied by a friend or someone else. Try wearing headphones—people are less likely to approach you if you appear to be listening to music.

Whatever the case, over time you will start to shoot without hesitation—timeliness is everything, so eliminate the fear. It is all part of the challenge and excitement. With the right attitude you will find street photography an enjoyable and exciting adventure!




2.

WHERE & WHAT TO SHOOT

For many, street photography is a way of life, and capturing what Henri Cartier-Bresson described as the “decisive moment” becomes a constant goal.
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SETTING THE SCENE—LOCATION

As any seasoned street photographer will tell you, there will be times when you deeply regret not having your camera on you, and once you develop an eye for moments, you will have a burning desire to capture them via your lens.

The whole essence of street photography is that, like human behavior, moments are unpredictable, spontaneous and elusive. Therefore having your camera with you at all times ensures that you have the opportunity to capture them, and won’t regret the dreaded missed opportunity, which will inevitably occur!

Locations needn’t be predetermined or planned in advance. A major advantage of street photography is that it is not limited in terms of locations or subjects—the possibilities are endless. Wherever there is a “moment,” there is a photo to be made—in cities, in suburbia, on public transport, in parks—the list just doesn’t stop. The best street photographers are flexible, quick to adapt and to blend into the surroundings.
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