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INTRODUCTION


It’s now fifteen years since I wrote The Photographer’s Eye, on composition in photography, and by good fortune it has stayed the course, in almost 30 languages around the world. The reason I am returning to composition with this book is that the world of photography has not stayed still, and neither have I. I’ve shot more, and thought more, and certainly have more than enough new ideas to fill this new book.


Composition, or design if you like, is the one ingredient of a photograph that you reliably have control over, and which you can use to influence how people will look at your work. You can point things out or delay their recognition. You can make images easy to look at or challenging. You can simplify or complicate. You can harmonize or shake things up. Perhaps more importantly, by doing such things intentionally and to your liking, you can put your stamp on your photography; give it your look, your style, your character. Photography is intensely personal. There is only one eye behind the camera, and it’s yours, and composition is a powerful way of showing your individuality.


There’s an approach to composition that has some traction in the art world. Writing for the catalogue of the 2003 Tate Modern exhibition Cruel and Tender, David Campany made the case against conscious composition: ‘The straight photograph is often thought of as uncomposed and artless, a “degree zero” of composition, which in some senses it is.’1 Here, the writer is using the term ‘straight photography’ not in the original sense, as used by Edward Weston, Ansel Adams and other West Coast photographers who were arguing for precision and clarity in opposition to Pictorialism but as photography without direction. He continued, ‘If we understand composition as an orchestration of the picture and an orchestration of its viewing, then the straight image refuses to lead the eye, refuses to lead the reading of the image. On the one hand this makes it a thoroughly generous, open and democratic kind of photograph, but it also makes it resistant and demanding.’2


Among participating photographers, the American Lewis Baltz wrote ‘The ideal photographic document would appear to be without author or art,’ and went further: ‘I certainly wanted my work to look like anyone could do it…I was looking for the things that were most typical, the things that were the most quotidian, everyday, unremarkable, and trying to represent them in the way that was the most quotidian, everyday and unremarkable.’3


With the best will in the world, and looking at all the ways in which you could actually perform ‘degree zero’ composition, (short of throwing a camera in the air to let it capture a shot by chance), I think it’s self-deceiving at best, fraudulent at worst. Composition-deniers use conceptual arguments but argue against skill, although even a glance at the work of Baltz and others shows that composition is indeed being employed. In Baltz’s case, as also with Bernd and Hilla Becher, squared-up is the tactic mainly used, and that’s definitely not ‘like anyone could do it’. Composition-deniers also face an intractable problem – the closer you get to ‘degree zero’, the more boring the picture. In the end, the strongest case for composition is that most people actually want to enjoy photographs.





_____________________


1 Campany, David, ‘Almost the Same Thing: Some Thoughts on the Photographer as Collector’ in Cruel and Tender: The Real in the Twentieth-Century Photograph [exhibition catalogue], London: Tate Publishing, 2003.


2 Ibid.


3 Baltz, Lewis, ‘Architecture as Photography: Document, Publicity, Commentary, Art’ in Constructing Worlds: Photography and Architecture in the Modern Age [exhibition catalogue], Munich and London: Barbican Gallery/Prestel, 2014.





CHAPTER 1



DESIGN IS GOOD FOR YOU


Most good photographers work intuitively. Indeed, most photography demands speed, and in particular fast reactions, to cope with changing events, moving situations and shifting light. Only planned shooting, of the kind performed commercially to an art director’s brief and most studio work, allows the luxury of time to consider and alter the design of the image. Even then, the time doesn’t feel luxurious because decisions pile on top of each other in ever-increasing detail, and working to a sketch – even if it’s only in your mind’s eye – can create more difficulties than it solves. In fact, whether planned or unplanned, there can be a huge gap between wanting things to come together in the frame and actually making them fit. Intuition, then, figures strongly in most photography.


Like any creative activity, the compositional side of shooting a photograph calls for effort. There’s hard graft involved, much of it in the form of training, because you’re likely to have to perform quickly and at short notice. That means constantly imagining how scenes can be translated into framed images in interesting ways, and for committed photographers that tends to be always turned on in the background, with or without a camera in hand. It also means training your visual senses to be fully up and running as soon as you see a likely shot.


Anyone who works long enough with images, whether making them, selecting them or using them in layouts, ‘sees’ a kind of stylized, graphic version of them at the same time as the full photographic version. Images, particularly when they’re strong and effective ones, have an internal construction that takes into account distinct elements, contrast, the distribution of light and colour, and shapes. Some people have used the word armature, others geometry. Throughout the book I’ve included what I privately call schematics to try and get this across. They are illustrations that attempt to show the underlying dynamics and graphic influences at work.


Finally, there’s something quite new that I’m including in this book, and that’s real-world testing of the compositional ideas that I’m suggesting. With the help of a human behavioural software company, iMotions, we’ve put photographs through the latest eye-tracking technology to see exactly how viewers look at them, and whether the photographer’s ideas (mine, in this case) bore fruit. In other words, to find out whether design ideas actually work. Most of the time they did (phew), but some failures and bad ideas were ruthlessly exposed. At least there are lessons to be learned from those, which I’ll share with you. Some people will oppose this kind of scrutiny, but frankly it’s time we started proving what we think we know.
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ORDER, DIRECT, INTEREST


Just to clear up any doubts about why you would or should take an active interest in the design of any photograph you’re taking, there are three possible things it can do.


Three jobs, if you like. It can bring visual order to the random arrangement of a scene in front of the camera. It can help you nudge the way someone will look at your photograph. And it can make the image simply more interesting to look at. In a nutshell, you can create order, direct attention and add interest. Any photograph will be improved by having this effort and care put into it.


Different scenes have different needs, as of course so do we as individual photographers, and it’s likely that one of these three – order, direction or interest – will dominate. At the same time, they often reinforce each other. Finding a structure that brings a sense of order, for example, may encourage the viewer’s eye to move from one part of the picture to another, while using a line to direct attention, as in the case of the beach scene overleaf, can suggest a shape and therefore an order – in this example a suggestion of a pyramid or triangle. Making an image more interesting to look at often involves structure of some kind, and in both of the cases overleaf, there are suggestions of shapes being evoked or manipulated.


CREATING ORDER


For some, the word order suggests rigidity, compulsion, restriction and the very opposite of freedom and liberal ideas, so I’d like to start by saying this has nothing to do with what order can be in an image. A better starting point is the idea of ‘order out of chaos’, almost a cliché but on target for photography. The world in front of the camera is often (maybe usually) visually chaotic. It’s disorganized, and as a photograph is something that we choose to take out of that real world, it’s practically inevitable that we’re going to put some structure into it. The Iranian photographer Abbas, who spent much of his career shooting events that involved violence and social upheaval, notably the Iranian Revolution, explained that the word for chaos in Farsi is shulughi, and in its benign, non-violent form has a place in the Iranian psyche, but continued, ‘I can’t seem to photograph shulughi. Even when it’s in front of me I try to organise it.’1 Indeed, it’s a natural, unavoidable photographers’ trait, the habit to organize and to connect all the picture elements, even if there are many. Most of the compositional techniques and strategies that follow are, to some degree, ways of bringing order to unruly visual situations, and they’re many and varied.
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This was a fluid situation with a fixed viewpoint, looking down on planks from a Burmese riverboat as passengers embarked and disembarked. Two kinds of organization sprang to mind. One was the framing: tight to exclude anything but the planks and people, in a corner-to-corner diagonal. The other was timing the shot so as to separate the figures visually, and eventually, after some minutes, this arrangement happened, as the schematic above shows. An earlier, less organized moment is seen below.






DIRECTING ATTENTION


The second job of composition relates particularly to the audience. It’s a way of framing and arrangement to make some aspects of the image stand out and others fall back. Clearly, this is connected to bringing order, but it has a purpose that goes beyond creating a structure. It’s a way of trying to persuade the viewer to see what you see, and in your way. You might think there’s some hubris in thinking to control the way people look at your photographs, but it’s often subtler than that, more to do with nudging and emphasis than with full-on ‘orchestration’, as Campany puts it. For example, take the Enclosing strategy. Using an arrangement or a curve to suggest a frame within the picture frame is a way of inviting the viewer inside. In the example here on this page, I was concerned mainly with lowering the insistence of a lone figure, so that it wouldn’t take over the picture but rather, with luck, be seen a fraction of a second later.
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This shot was for a book on the French island of La Réunion in the Indian Ocean, and it needed to do two things: one was to show a very recent volcanic beach, because the island is an active shield volcano; the other was to show a fisherman studying the waves in preparation for his work the next day. They were both part of the story. The black lava was the main event, but I realized that by finding the right viewpoint, then framing with a medium telephoto (125mm), I could keep the fisherman high and left, almost right in the corner, and the diagonal would lead to him eventually (I didn’t position him, he was just sitting there). Beyond the left edge was messy vegetation, but framed like this the fisherman seems at the apex of a rocky pyramid.






CREATING INTEREST


Third on the list of what effective composition can do – maybe should do – is simply to make the photograph more interesting to look at. That usually translates into attractive, but it could also be edgy or uncomfortable in some way. In either case, more striking than an under-designed version would be. This is an assignment I set in my online teaching, and it’s the one I seem to have most difficulty explaining, because it does not have to do with how interesting or otherwise the subject is. It’s about what composition can bring to the mix of subject, moment, lighting and possibly colour. Can it enhance? Can it add another layer of interest that will help the enjoyment of looking at the picture?


Basically, this is a candid shot of a Burmese man working on one of the public ferries that ply the Irrawaddy River. His strong, high-cheekboned face and intense gaze are the essential content, but it is the precise composition emphasizing simple geometric shapes – and the colour combination – that bring structural interest to the picture.
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Pulling back on the framing allowed the use of rectangle, circle and line to bring an unexpected geometric design to this shot on a riverboat. For non-Burmese viewers, the distinctive script appears also as a pattern of rounded rectangles.









IMPROMPTU OR MANAGED


The process of composition flips completely between what most people photograph most of the time, which is the uncontrollable flow of events in front of the camera, and situations in which you dictate what happens in the scene.


In other words, from the real world to the studio – and I use that last word loosely to describe any staged space where you create scenes rather than just witness them. In the real world, we have to do the best we can with what’s in front of us – Henri Cartier-Bresson called it taking pictures à la sauvette, which translates loosely as ‘on the run’ or ‘on the fly’ (it was his American publisher who changed that to The Decisive Moment, which doesn’t mean the same thing). Typically, composing images ‘out there’ means trying to make them work in a race against time and movement. You may have quite a bit of time for a landscape or a building, or a second or so in the case of street shooting, but either way you’re applying the skills you’ve learned to situations that are often not as you’d like them to be. The advantage you gain is that every so often the real world, and your attempts to capture it, will throw up some unexpected and unpredictable prizes.
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Apart from this being the best moment to shoot, with both heads in profile, the finer points of camera position were separating the man from the boat beyond and not having his back merge with the tree.
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The main compositional issue here was fitting the cocktail glass to the design of the background wall, which was a given. The floral design itself had to fit neatly into the square format, which was also required. This precise position and camera elevation allowed the curved bowl of the glass to correspond with the arrangement of flowers.





Move to the studio, however, and almost everything is reversed. You can do anything at all, exactly as you wish, but it comes with not one but two major disadvantages. First, if it looks predictable you don’t score any brownie points. Second, how do you create surprises when it’s all entirely at your command? Well, there are techniques for the first, as we’ll see Group Control, Full Arrangement and Constructivist, some of them swiped from painting. And once you enter the self-absorbed flow of adjusting, moving, turning, adding and subtracting, some happy coincidences do occur that you hadn’t planned in advance.
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From first coming across the scene (not a useful shot), the sequence works toward finding a good moment and good separation between man and boy.









HOW WE LOOK AT PICTURES


I’ve just described the typical goals of composition, but do they actually work? As photographers, we think we know how our pictures will be looked at, and in all the compositional strategies that follow in this book we are, in effect, anticipating a reaction. But how do people look at photographs? It’s an important question, and there have been equally important advances in recent years in studying the psychology of viewing.


The first issue is whether people are at all genuinely interested in your photographs to begin with. Are they going to flip through them casually or are they going to pay real attention? That’s a matter of concern to the advertising industry, for instance, and to web designers, but for once most of us here have an advantage, as I assume we care only about the reaction from people interested in photography – our peers and professionals – and that’s an audience already with the intention to look and judge.


The usual comfortable view of any image or screen for most people is at a viewing angle of approximately 30º. Typically, people will step back from a large image or move closer to a small image to approach this. The viewing angle sets how large it appears – how much of your field of view it occupies – and it matters because it affects how we see what’s inside the frame. That in turn is heavily influenced by how our eyes are constructed. We see at different levels of detail, from very detailed to very coarse, and it’s the coarse view that lets us take in the larger scene and sectors of it. We examine in detail only the central 5º, and that’s called foveal or central vision, and while intuitively it seems reasonable to think that this is what’s important, in fact it’s the broader view, called peripheral, that controls how we understand the bigger picture.


Most people, if they think about peripheral, understand it as the very edges of vision – all the stuff going on indistinctly at the edges – but it has different levels, from just around the central, detailed view all the way to what’s on either side of us. Here’s not the place to go into the biology, but the different areas shown in the illustration opposite are backed up by the structure of the eye. This is why around a 30º viewing angle is the most comfortable for looking at a picture. Inside this there are different sizes of the view that give us different information. Some of this is disputed, but generally there’s a broad area of taking in the view around about 18º, a narrower and a little more detailed at 8º, and the ultimately detailed inside 5º.


Viewers look at images in two phases. The first is called the pre-attentive phase – taking in the entire picture before deciding what to look at more carefully. In popular terms, this is the ‘first glance’. It involves what’s called parallel processing, meaning that different kinds of visual information, such as colour, shape and contrast, are handled at the same time. It works at the near peripheral level that takes in an entire image, and typically lasts for up to half a second. In all the eye-tracking tests that you’ll see in this book, every viewer started by looking at the exact centre of the image – essentially taking in the entire view broadly. Then the viewer dives in, looks in detail at what’s most interesting, and builds up a more definite and complete view, all of this happening quickly. How quickly depends on things like how interested the viewer is in the picture. If they’re bored with the picture, they’ll give up and move on.
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A glance (pre-attentive) takes everything in but without detail. It's understood immediately that these are swans on the water, and that the main colour components are white on blue with orange and black spots.
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The attention moves in to macular level to look at an individual swan, for example (depending on the viewer), which fills the attention.
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The viewer might then focus in closer on the head because of its strongly contrasting colours, and this detail view fills the attention to the exclusion of other parts of the scene.
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Our field of view is not fixed and not sharply defined, but these are the generally recognized fields, changing from very coarse at the widest angles to detailed in the centre. Looking at a photograph rather than the real world changes the way we look because it has edges, and most people position themselves so that it comfortably fills their near peripheral vision.





Looking at a picture is not the same as looking at the real world. A picture is self-contained and we’re primed to search inside the frame for anything interesting.


People bring their own individual interests and priorities to the action of looking at pictures, and we can expect variety. Not everyone will notice what you want them to, and some viewers will find things within your photographs that you didn’t expect. Others will ignore or not be impressed by things that you thought were important or skillful. If you choose to make pictures that are generally pleasing, they’ll be more predictably popular than if you try to be different and challenging, but they won’t stand out among all the similar pictures that other people take.





[image: Illustration] EYE-TRACKING


It’s now straightforward to measure how someone looks at an individual picture, millisecond by millisecond, although interpreting the result is anything but. Since I wrote The Photographer’s Eye, eye-tracking technology has become almost mainstream. Exactly where and for how long the viewer looks at an image is tracked, and the results, as shown here, are overlaid on the image.


In the picture below, the lines are called gaze paths as the eye moves from the start (number 1 in the centre) from one point of interest to the next. These points where the eye halts are called fixations, and the time spent varies, generally according to how interesting that part of the picture is to the viewer. They’re numbered in sequence, and for this picture and this viewer it was looked at for a timed 30 seconds, during which time the eyes went to 71 points, or fixations. The amount of time spent at each fixation (called dwell time) is colour-coded from short (green) to long (red).
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Starting at the centre of the picture (this is the pre-attentive, taking-it-allin phase), this viewer’s eye rapidly scanned all points of interest and contrast (including the stripes on the T-shirt) but kept returning to and fixating on the central face, and also to the chess pieces. Each fixation lasted on average less than half a second, but longer for the face.
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