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		Introduction


		EVERYTHING CONNECTS
	

		

			[image: Little_George.tif]

			When I have a camera in my hands, good things happen. This was my first camera. It was the key that would open doors to places I could never have otherwise entered.


		


			It all started here, at the age of seven, in my parents’ driveway in Pittsburgh, standing against their white Chevy, holding a little box camera. I was lucky to have a childhood filled with love, friendship, and community, and from the beginning, I wanted to capture that joy in my photography. From the first pictures I took with that box camera, through the ones I shot for my high school newspaper and yearbook, to the ones I made in art school and throughout my professional career—all my best pictures were born of that early joy. Sometimes I think I have simply tried to re-create with my camera what made me so happy growing up.


			My camera has taken me all over the world but, much more than that, it has taken me into myself and allowed me to share what I am feeling. Photography has been a great ride (which isn’t over), but for me, the final pictures are never what it is all about. More important, always, is the process of listening, seeing, touching, holding, moving, being still, pushing hard, easing in gently. Photography, I’ve learned, can be an excuse to say things you would edit out of a normal conversation, do things you would hold back from doing. It taps into my urgent need to live a life that treats every moment like a gift. Photography is, as I’ll explore in this book, all about moments.


			After graduating from the Rhode Island School of Design, I showed my portfolio to a teacher and brilliant photographer I loved, Aaron Siskind. He paged through my pictures and said, “These are not nearly as good as you are.” That set the bar for me—the idea that pictures had to be as good as I could be.


			In New York I apprenticed with my heroes. Duane Michals, the great art photographer from Pittsburgh, famously said, “This photograph is my proof. . . . Look, see for yourself.” Ideas, he taught me, were much more important than exposures. I worked for a German still-life photographer, Michael Geiger, who taught me to be on time for everything: If I arrived one minute early or one minute late I would be fired. You strive, in other words, to always be there for the moment. Then I assisted Annie Leibovitz. During her year between shooting for Rolling Stone and Vanity Fair, I traveled all over the world with her. That was amazing. Annie was passionate, obsessive, an artist. I learned choreography from Annie. Working, communicating: She had a special rhythm. Throwing myself completely into her work eventually allowed me to discover my own rhythm; this book is also about finding your rhythm.


			The day I left Annie I knew I would never assist again. I would either make it as a photographer in New York or find something else. I would go to the top of the Condé Nast building and stop on every floor until I reached the lobby. I never got to the street without an assignment. I learned this crucial lesson: Whenever I really put myself out in the world, I got work. This, I believe, is just as true for personal photography—for you, in other words: You have to put yourself out in the world. You have to connect.


			Taking pictures every day (both personally and professionally), I have created a body of evidence that proves, if nothing else, why I am never bored. The pictures of my family become both my memory and gifts to my children, who will always know how much I have loved every breath they’ve taken.


			This book, at its heart, is about photographing how things feel rather than what they look like; it is about appreciating all the beauty and passion and love in our everyday lives. It is about seeing that even the most mundane detail can be extraordinary and full of feeling. Yes, photographs that are real and direct in an emotional sense risk being corny, but they can feel like timeless gifts as well. I think of photographs of this kind as kisses: They exist in a brief ecstatic moment and then take on a life of their own.


			Being a professional photographer opens doors for me, introduces me to fascinating strangers, takes me out into the world. Many of my most treasured pictures were not taken on assignment, though. Even if they did emerge from my professional work, they were usually shot around the edges of assignments. I take some of my best pictures when everyone breaks for lunch and I keep shooting. When lights are being set up, I am already shooting, looking to discover something new. I am always on the move—and that simple idea, moving, is the subject of one of the chapters in this book.


			At home, on the train, at the beach, I’m constantly shooting, wanting to capture what I am experiencing, whether it’s with my camera or my iPhone. Of course, so is almost everyone else in the world. I’m convinced that the billions and billions of pictures taken today, the ones straining Facebook’s servers, show a hunger to live life more richly. Yet I also see that many people are shooting the surface of things, the way things look. The risk is that by staying on the surface, and using easy digital effects to make our pictures pretty, we risk trivializing how we really experience our lives.


			It may seem like a contradiction: that picture-taking can take you deeper into life rather than removing you from it. Doesn’t the camera get between you and the thing you are experiencing? Well, it can, but not if you are truly present, as I believe you must be to take beautiful pictures. Philosophers and psychologists use the term being present to describe the experience of consciously living life in the moment, rather than passing through an experience with one’s mind on something else. In this time of digital overload, it’s easy not to be present; it’s easy to hide, even live, behind the lens, or the screen, in the virtual world. My collaborator on this book, Scott Mowbray, describes spending so much time taking bad pictures of a total eclipse of the sun in India many years ago that he was left with tiny-speck shots of a magnificent celestial event that he had, essentially, missed. Next time, in Indonesia, he put the camera away and just took it all in. That’s why I rarely take pictures of experiences like that. The camera, except in the hands of geniuses like Ansel Adams, is not good at taking in the gargantuan. I’m much more interested in the millions of in-between moments that make up the real fabric of our lives. If I did shoot an eclipse, I’d shoot the person who was watching it in awe.


			If I had to pick one word to describe the things I shoot, it would be connections. I’m interested in the connections among all the people in my life: grandparents, teachers, children, strangers. Among everyone who ever sat on our porch, or swung in our hammock. Between dogs and their owners, between the shoes and the dance, between the tuxedo in the back of my father’s closet and what he looked like on his thirtieth wedding anniversary. Between how I feel and what the doctor just told me, between my first kiss (and who I kissed) and my last kiss. Everyone has these connections, and finding new ways to see them is, I believe, finding new ways to live them.


			What about technology and technique? They have their place, but you don’t have to bone up on f-stops, focal lengths, ISO, and bokeh and risk falling into the obsessions of a certain kind of hobbyist. Your pictures will improve simply by trying some of the ideas in this book: getting comfortable with shooting intimacy, moving your eye to new viewpoints and angles, getting to know the light in your own home, and learning to work with people. True, I use high-end camera equipment much of the time, and it would be silly to say the quality of the equipment and my lifetime of experience as a photographer don’t affect my pictures. However, you have a couple of things going for you.


			First, most of the ideas in The Unforgettable Photograph are about seeing and feeling, not f-stops. The technical bits that are here pertain to things like deliberately using slow shutter speeds or taking pictures in very low light just to see what happens—not difficult things for anyone. Second, keep in mind that you live in the best time in history to be taking pictures: The power of the new digital cameras—in smartphones, in point-and-shoots—is fantastic. A little knowledge pays off in spades.


			The unforgettable photograph, in this context, isn’t the most technically proficient or most “artistic” shot but the one that makes the deepest connection to the moment you’re experiencing and the person you’re photographing. The unforgettable photograph is one that makes that intimate connection understood—felt—by the viewer. It will always jump out at you from the hundreds you take.


			In the end, your unforgettable photographs will come mostly by employing the essential ideas of this book: Shoot from the inside out. Shoot what you feel, every connection. Shoot lots. Shoot your life.


			—George Lange
Boulder, Colorado


	

			How to Use This Book


			The chapters are organized around basic concepts, ways to capture moments and feelings that are true to your experience, and ways to develop a relationship between you and your subjects in which both sides can play and explore. These are, really, pictures that anyone could take: less about technical skill than persistence and feeling and attention to light and space. It doesn’t matter whether you start at the end of the book, the middle, or the beginning; dip in and out; or plow right through. There are hundreds of ideas, as well as pointers on composition and lighting, plus a chapter that dives a little deeper into simple technical issues. Some photos reinforce one simple idea worth trying and feature almost no explanatory text. Others are grouped to suggest an approach or exercise that may lead to a great shot. Many include a back story that helps to explain where a shot came from creatively.


			Taken together, the pictures illustrate my belief in emotional directness and the need to get close to the subject. The only other “must” is the never-ending need to find new angles, new light, new ways to break through to a true experience. Although my approach is not, at its core, technical, it may seem emotionally risky. You’re called to use the camera in situations where you might have lacked the nerve before; to move past predictable poses to something more relaxed, intimate, and inspired with your subjects; and above all, to become that photographer who is always on the move, always taking pictures in daily life, sometimes disappearing into the background, sometimes directing, always engaged. As already noted, most of my shots are from daily life, although I have included some professional and studio work, and even a few celebrity shots that illustrate an important idea. Most shots are personal, though, or taken for personal reasons around the edges of a professional shoot.


			Pictures, as Chapter 1 asserts, are not as much about the “subject” as they are about your experience inside a moment. Finding your own breakthroughs will come from picking up your camera and diving in, perhaps inspired by a photo that you see here and use as a jumping-off point for your own creative play. Along the way, there is no shame in directly copying an idea, an angle, or a trick as a way to find your own approach.


			I shoot with a point-and-shoot camera quite often, and with my iPhone daily, but most of the photos here were taken with my pro SLR. That’s because I almost always have it around and it’s second nature for me to use it. But the ideas and the feelings in my pictures can, with a few exceptions, be captured with a good phone camera or a point-and-shoot. The best pictures come from true experiences creatively documented, not from the machine.
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				1/60 • f/11 • ISO 800 • 50mm


				Be ready for the right moment (see Chapter 1).


			


			About the Picture Data


			Most of the photos in this book include data about the camera settings. Feel free to ignore the numbers. You can set your camera on auto and do just fine, but if you want to play around with manual settings, it may be helpful for you to know how my camera was set when I took a particular picture—especially if you have an SLR. If you do read the data, you’ll quickly see that my pictures are mostly shot with a slightly wide-angle or “normal” (50mm) lens in everyday light, or a slight zoom. I don’t use long lenses very much, nor do I crop much after shooting. I frame the picture in the camera, get in close to my subjects, get in their faces, and use shutter and aperture settings that are available on most cameras. Getting close—physically and emotionally—and using the light that’s available is pretty much the foundation of what I do. The studio shots, and a few shots taken with very sophisticated pro cameras, are included not to illustrate fancy studio techniques but to show an approach to telling a story. Those shots may not offer picture data, because it’s not really relevant there.


			Understanding the Picture Data
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			Shutter Speed. The speed with which the camera’s shutter opens and closes to let light in. The slower it is, the steadier the hand has to be; at slow shutter speeds, you’ll need to prop the camera against a wall or table, or use a tripod. And just to be clear: A lower shutter speed (say, 1/30th of a second) is actually longer than a higher speed (say, 1/125th of a second). 


			Aperture. The size of the adjustable opening in the lens, which regulates the amount of light that gets in. The lower the number, the wider the opening, and the more light the lens lets in; also, the lower the number, the shallower the depth of field (the area in focus, from front to back).


			ISO. The setting that adjusts the sensitivity of the camera’s sensor to light. The higher the ISO number, the less light you need—but the more pixelated, or “noisy,” that picture may be (if you set the ISO too high).


			Lens Focal Length. Zoom lenses move through various lengths from wide (say, 35mm) to long (say, 20mm). Some cameras have fixed-length lenses. The lower the number, the wider the scope of view; the higher, the more it zooms; 50mm approximates the view of the eye.
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				1/50 • f/4.5 • ISO 800 • 50mm


				Two self-portraits: Have fun with props (see Chapter 10).


			


			A Few Principles of Composition


			I compose pictures as I shoot, in the camera viewfinder, not in the computer afterward (you can do it on the LCD screen on a camera or phone, too). I don’t think about composition in formal terms; it’s all instinct, feeling and repetition, rhythm and flow, finding what pleases me and seems true in the moment. There are, of course, basic ideas in composition that tend to yield pleasing pictures instead of awkward ones (just Google “the rule of thirds” for more on this). Generally you want to:


			

					be aware that placing a subject in the dead center of a picture produces a very formal-feeling portrait, and is generally the least dynamic composition;


					be aware of, and take advantage of, things that naturally frame your subject (such as the lines of the table in the shot above, which frame the child on three sides);


					avoid odd intersections of lines and objects with the subject (like a tree behind a person that seems, in a picture, to grow out of the person’s head);


					always push past rules about focus, posing, and composition to find your own sweet spot.


			


			Most of the shots in this book are of people, and in those shots the viewer’s eyes will naturally seek out the eyes of the subject: The eyes usually become the focal point and, as I noted, should usually be off-center. The shot of the child above illustrates that, as well as the idea of framing: Her body is centered left to right, but her eyes are above center, and lots is going on at the edges of the picture because of the shape of the table and the grown-up’s leg, which cuts in at an angle. 


			Of course, composition involves much more than placing the subject off-center. What’s happening on the edges of the picture? Is something leaving or entering the shot? Do things in one part balance things in another? Does a strong line run through a picture at an interesting angle, cutting through the perpendiculars? In the simple shot below, taken at a community swimming pool, a line of trees moves down through the picture from right to left; the running boy, who is a fantastic jigsaw puzzle of angles all on his own, is leaving the shot—and his head is cut off, which helps reinforce that the real subject is the boy in the lower right, way off-center, who is staring into the camera. Eventually, the viewer’s eyes fall on that boy’s face.
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