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    Introduction: Democratic Photography
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    “It’s all automatic. All I have to do is press the button. It’s a camera that every amateur buys. [pause, points to his head] It’s all in there.”


     


    A tradition has grown up in photography that serious comment and writing is aimed at a detached audience—people who are not expected to go out and attempt anything similar for themselves. When Susan Sontag wrote On Photography, I don’t think she was expecting her readers to enter the fray themselves by taking photographs. She begins with the assumption that readers will be looking at already-taken photographs: “...being educated by photographs...anthology of images...To collect photographs is to collect the world.” When she discusses photography by ordinary people, it is as a social phenomenon: “...photography is not practiced by most people as an art. It is mainly a social rite...” This is part of the wider tradition of art commentary and criticism. Critics and art historians like John Ruskin, Bernard Berenson and Clement Greenberg were not catering for would-be painters. And yet, understandable though this may be for most arts, photography is different. I might say recently different, because the combination of digital and broadband, coupled with a change in the status and purpose of art, has ushered in the era of democratic photography. The audience for photography takes photographs itself! Ouch. Artists are rarely comfortable with that kind of thing, but that’s the way it has evolved, and I think it’s good timing to bring together the reading of photographs with the taking of photographs.


    Moreover, commentary on the arts has not always been detached. When Cicero wrote On Invention in the first century BC, and the Greek philosopher Dionysius Longinus later wrote his treatise on poetry and rhetoric On the Sublime, they were giving practical instruction. The arts of speaking and writing were certainly considered to be entered into by everyone with education. Well, now we have a world of photography in which millions of people are engaged, and a significant number are using it for creative expression. Learning how better to read a photograph can, and probably should, lead to taking better photographs. At any rate, that is my premise here.


    The million-dollar question, of course, is what makes a good photograph? It’s the question I’m asked the most often at talks and in interviews. And it’s famously elusive. I could have said “well composed” or any of a number of more specific qualities, but that would be limiting the scope. If we step back for an overview, it is not actually that difficult to list the qualities of good imagery. I make it six. You might want to add a few, but I’ll maintain that they would work as subsets of these. Not all good photographs fulfill all of the following, but most do:


    1. Understands what generally satisfies. Even if an image flouts technical and esthetic basics, it really does need to be in the context of knowing these.


    2. Stimulates and provokes. If a photograph does not excite or catch interest, then it is merely competent, no more.


    3. Is multi-layered. An image that works on more than one level, such as surface graphics plus deeper meaning, works better. As viewers, we like to discover.


    4. Fits the cultural context. Photography is so much a part of everyone’s visual diet that it is by nature contemporary. Most people like it that way, dealing with the here and now.


    5. Contains an idea. Any work of art has some depth of thought that went into it. An image needs to catch the viewer’s imagination as well as simply attract the eye.


    6. Is true to the medium. This is a long-held view in art criticism, that each medium should explore and exploit what it is good at, and not mimic other artforms, at least not without irony.


  


  
    Intent Part I
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    Photography is extremely good at getting straight to the point. Perhaps too good. There’s something in front of the camera; so shoot and you have an image of it, with or without any thought. Doing this often enough may produce some gems, but thinking first is guaranteed to do better.


    A great deal of photographic instruction focuses on how to be clear and obvious, by identifying the subject, choosing the lens, viewpoint, and framing that will most efficiently and immediately communicate it to a viewer. This is exactly what a news photograph, for example, needs—clarity and efficiency—but what’s right for a photograph in one context may work against it if it is presented for a different purpose, such as on a gallery wall. Clarity is a virtue only if the job is communication, not contemplation, and if you want people to pay attention to your photography and enjoy it, you have to give them a reason to look at it for longer than a glance. This first section of this book, is therefore more about why than how.


    
Layers of Subject


    Using a camera is so practical, so direct, that any question about what the subject is seems at first glance superfluous. You aim at a horse, then the horse is the subject; at a building, a person, a car, then they are the subjects. Well, this is true up to a point, but not all subjects are what they at first seem to be. Or rather, the immediate and obvious subject may well be part of something larger, or part of an idea. This is important because choosing what to photograph is for all of us the first step. Here is where intent begins, and it influences everything in the shooting and processing that follows.


    But isn’t this just a question of style? The object is the subject, while different photographers just treat it differently? Isn’t this just complicating the obvious? The answer lies in the intent—in what you are setting out to do. If it were just a matter of coming across a scene or object and reacting to it in your own way, then yes, that would be a matter of style, which is the focus of the second section of this book. But if your choice of subject is part of something else—a project, or a photograph with a broader aim—then it belongs here, under Intent. And what you set out to show will define the treatment you give it.


    Simply to talk about “subject” creates an impression that we’re dealing with single, definable, free-standing objects, like the horse, person, building, or car I mentioned at the start. But many subjects are not at all so obvious and definable. That physical, three-dimensional object in front of the camera may be just a part of a larger subject, one aspect only of what the photographer is trying to capture. In many images there are, indeed, layers of subject. Level one may be the obvious, the single object that dominates the composition, but move up a level and it becomes part of something else—something larger and broader.


    What, for instance, is the subject of the main photograph on this page? The obvious answer is two children dragging a goat up a grassy slope. They are Khampa nomad children in the Tibetan west of Sichuan, China, charged with looking after the herds of yak, horses, and goats. But the reason I photographed them in the first place, the reason why I stopped the vehicle, was that I was looking for anything that would contribute to “nomadic life on the high grasslands.” This was to be a distinct section of a book project I was working on at the time, on the Tea-Horse Road from southwestern China to Tibet. It was a subject in its own right and a photo essay within the book, so for me, the arching themes of the photo essay was the subject foremost in my mind—not the actual scene in front of me. This partly explains the composition and choice of lens, with the boys moving out of frame to keep at least part of the viewer’s attention on the setting. I could have used a longer focal length and tightened the composition to put more attention on the boys and their actions, but I needed instead to show where they were and what was behind and around them. I did, indeed, experiment with different framings, but this was the one that had the right balance, and worked best for me.
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    Part of a larger subject


    Nomad boys in western Sichuan: they and the goat are the immediate subject, but the larger subject that was the motivation for the photograph was the life of nomads in general. The other photographs here continue the essay and bring it nearer completion.
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    In another example, the Italian reportage photographer, Romano Cagnoni, has spent a large part of his life and career in war zones, from Biafra to Vietnam, the Balkans and Chechnya. Yet his concerns are deeper than the reporting of immediate conflict. The images that count the most for him are those with universal significance, that go beyond the journalism of a particular situation. This too is part of the search for the larger subject. As Cagnoni explained, “Another photographer close to my generation who defined his work interestingly is Abbas, who said, ‘The photojournalist sees beyond himself, not inside himself, and in doing so he is not a prisoner of reality—he transcends it.’”


    Images can also serve more than one purpose, so that the larger subject can depend on who chooses them and why. In the picture of the two young girls from an ethnic minority in Southeast Asia, there are two things going on. One is the life and attire of this group, called the Akha, the other is the water system as one of them fills a gourd from a bamboo aqueduct. The two subjects compete for attention: the girl in her headdress (elaborate for a child), and the water pouring. The actual subject is ambiguous and would depend on the context in which it was shown. The close-up of the same scene, showing a fallen leaf neatly put to use to divert the flow from the cut bamboo pipe, is simpler. Seeing both together establishes that we are, in fact, looking at water as the subject.


    In fact, what inspires a photographer to raise the camera may be entirely without substance, something that pervades the entire scene. In this case, I’m specifically thinking about light, and most of us at some time simply find the lighting conditions so attractive or interesting that we want to photograph them interacting with something, anything. Exactly what the light is striking becomes much less important than its own quality. In the photograph of a piece of contemporary furniture shown on the facing page, the subject is clearly the light itself. Color, too, attracts the attention of some photographers as a subject in its own right. Even more than light, it offers the possibilities of abstracted compositions in which the color combinations themselves appeal, regardless of what physical objects they are part of.


    Not so different from color is space itself within the frame—space treated as an abstract mass. In the sea picture above, with a fishing boat small and hardly recognizable at the base of the frame, the subject is less the boat than the open space of sky and sea. The vertical gradation of tone is a form of abstraction, which helps the image work for its graphic effect alone. There are a number of other images in this book that feature a small “subject” against a much larger background, and in some of these the intent is quite different—the small figure/object really is the subject, not the space around it, but for one reason or another it is intended to be seen small. The reason may be to introduce a delay in the viewer spotting it, or to establish the importance of the setting, so the intent may not always be obvious from a first glance at the image.
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    Space as subject


    One of a sequence of photographs taken of a fishing boat in the Gulf of Thailand at sunrise, this image redirects the attention from the boat itself to the setting—and at this moment in the day, the interest is in the color gradient in the sky, well reflected in the exceptionally calm sea. With this in mind, the shot was composed with a 20mm lens, with the boat used for scale. In order to concentrate attention on the colors, the viewpoint was shifted so that the boat masked the sun, lowering the dynamic range. Finally, the horizon was placed low in the frame, focusing attention on the sky, with just enough sea to show that it carries the reflection.
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    Choice of subject


    As described in the text, there are two subjects intertwined in this photograph of Akha ethnic minority girls on the Thai-Burmese border: the girl in her specific attire, and the water from the bamboo aqueduct.
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    Light as subject


    A piece of contemporary furniture in wood and acrylic casts sharp shadows and refracted colors on the floor. These light effects are themselves the subject of the image, and its composition is designed for them.
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    Color as subject


    An as-found arrangement of glass pourings on a light table, in the studio of glass artist Danny Lane. The abstract shapes, the intensity of hue that comes from the backlighting, and the close cropping of the image focuses attention on the color alone.


     


    But let’s move even further away from the obvious and distinct—light, color, and spatial relationships. Abstract concepts can be subjects, and in some kinds of advertising photography and editorial cover photography the image may be called upon to deliver an abstract message. Just consider the following as subjects, and as real-life assignments for photographers or illustrators: a banking magazine cover on a looming threat to traditional ways (solution, shown here, an old-fashioned banker in front of the Bank of England, recorded on transparency with the film physically burnt at one side); promoting weight-loss through a fruit diet (solution, a slim-waisted apple wrapped with a tape measure); the cover of the book by author Graham Greene, Ways of Escape, (solution, a pair of empty shoes pointing away from the viewer). The list could go on forever; photography used to illustrate concepts, using metaphor, juxtaposition, suggestions, and allusions of one kind or another.


    There is also the class of subject that is deliberately not what it appears to be. This is an interesting tradition that began as a reaction to one of the main problems for photography as an art, which is that by nature it is simply mundane. By this, I mean that the camera easily delivers flawless reproductions of real things (which for centuries painters and sculptors had strived for), so there is no surprise and no credit in just getting a decent likeness of something. Beginning in Germany in the 1920s, and particularly at the Bauhaus with László Moholy-Nagy and his photograms, photographers such as Otto Steinert, Andreas Feininger, and even, occasionally, Brett Weston searched for ways to make images that would puzzle and intrigue the viewer.
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    Concept as subject #1


    For the cover of a banking magazine, the brief was to illustrate the concept of threats to old ways from new ideas. The solution here was to shoot two icons of old-fashioned banking, the Bank of England and a broker in a top hat, and then simply burn the transparency.
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    Concept as subject #2


    Not a deep idea, but simple and effective: the concept to be illustrated had to do with dieting and losing weight. Little more explanation is needed.
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    Concept as subject #3


    The concept here was aggression and attack, but in an abstract context of financial institutions, not social. A piranha with bared teeth was the solution.
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    Concept as subject #4


    A slightly complicated concept, but one that came from the musician whose record cover this was. The album was called Southpaw because of his left-handedness—and he wrote his own music as well as performing it. The idea, from an art director, was a parody of Magritte, and done at a time, pre-digital, when such special effects were difficult and eye catching. The retouching was done pinstakingly on a dye transfer print, from two photographs: one with and one without the glove.


     


    Moholy-Nagy, who taught at the Bauhaus until 1928, championed a radical approach to photography and its subject matter, listing “eight varieties of photographic vision,” that began with the photogram—recording the silhouette and traces of objects placed directly onto photographic paper or film, without the use of camera or lens. He also anticipated how scientific imaging would add to this type of imagery with what he called “intensified seeing” and “penetrative seeing,” which covered photomicrography and imaging beyond visible wavelengths.


    After the Second World War Steinert founded Fotoform, a group devoted to abstraction, though this lasted only a few years as the once-radical idea fell prey to simply following formula. Indeed, abstract photography quickly descended into a camera-club cliché. The influential Swiss magazine, Camera (1922–1981), cautiously defended it in an introduction, saying that while “it concerns photographs which retain a resemblance to reality... the connection with the object or subject is so allusive as to be unrecognizable.” Nevertheless, “this hardly matters when the discovery of new facets in the object or subject results in a sort of bewilderment that seduces both the mind and the eye.”


    Web search


    • Romano Cagnoni


    • Abbas Attar


    • László Moholy-Nagy photogram


    • Otto Steinert


    • Andreas Feininger


    • Brett Weston


    • Thomas Ruff Blue Eyes
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    Photogram


    An early idea of a direct representation of subject matter was to let the object cast its own shadow onto sensitized material. In this slightly different version, a watch with luminous dial is placed face down on an unexposed sheet of Polaroid SX-70 print film and left to make its own strange exposure.
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    Scanner photography


    The photogram updated: Objects placed directly onto a flatbed scanner receive a unique kind of frontal lighting, with results that are not completely predictable.


     


    The genre of “looking-like-something-else” photography has persisted, and is even put to functional use. As Moholy-Nagy predicted, it was fueled by imagery coming from science. In the 1970s there was a fresh surge of interest in new imaging techniques as electron microscopy, ultrasound scanning, and deep-space astrophotography came online, with books such as Worlds Within Worlds (1977) celebrating the technology. Since then, the audience has become more blasé because of familiarity, not least because we now all know what can be done digitally. And where does contemporary fine-art photography fit into all this? The unhelpful answer is: scattered over what we’ve been talking about, with a trend toward not being obvious. Contemporary photography conceived as art is in roughly the same state of change and uncertainty as is the larger contemporary art market—in which it is now a full-fledged member. Quite apart from treatment, style, imagination, originality, and so on, the question of subject matter for art is now completely open.


    Art began rebelling in earnest with Marcel Duchamp, the Dadaists, and Surrealists in the 1920s, and has continued to do so. Now, challenging the audience’s preconceptions of what art should be about is itself a major subject, making conceptual challenge a driving force in contemporary art photography, and this opens up the range of possible subject material infinitely. One example is the Blue Eyes series by Thomas Ruff of the Düsseldorf school. This is a succession of dispassionate, flatly-lit portraits, but the natural eyes have been replaced digitally with blue eyes, “thereby undermining the photographs’ truthfulness as records,” according to the Victoria & Albert museum notes. Photography about photography may not be to everyone’s taste, but it now has an established place in the art world, meaning that if you decide to follow this route, then as long as you can justify the concept, practically any subject matter is valid.
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    Removing the clues


    A version of “what is it?” photography, this time using a macro view that deliberately cuts out recognizable features, here to make a shimmering and opalescent landscape out of the lip of a conch shell. Focus blending was used to introduce the depth of field associated with large views rather than close ups, to further obscure the real subject.
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    Imagery from science


    Certain techniques and devices have a semi-scientific appeal, in these cases artificial fibers brought to glowing life in an abstract composition using crossed-polarized lighting—a polarizing sheet over the backlit surface and a circular polarizer over the lens turned for maximum darkness of the light source; and a portrait taken by thermal imaging equipment, which records the deep, heat-emitting infrared.
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    What is it?


    Following the Bauhaus tradition already discussed in the text, the subject here (a lightbulb fillament) is deliberately made less obvious by means of extreme close-up camera movement during the exposure, and color manipulation.


  


  
    Intent Part II


    
Looking Good


    Making things look “good” is such a fundamental aim that many photographers do not even question it and, by extension, they actively search for subject matter that in its own right looks good. And yet beauty in contemporary art and contemporary photography is not the simple proposition that it once was. Before even beginning to look at how to achieve it, we need first to decide whether we even want beauty in a photograph.


    Depending on which kind of photography you subscribe to, this may seem a strange question to consider. Almost certainly, the majority of photographers see it as part of their job to reveal, enhance, or even manufacture attractiveness in their images. If you work commercially (and that includes fashion, portraiture, and weddings, as well as product photography), the degree to which you can create a beautiful image out of a subject that is not necessarily so will usually determine how successful you are. Yet for photojournalists, beauty may have a very low priority, and for those shooting subjects that are serious issues, such as conflict, poverty, and disaster, beauty is likely to be actively unwanted.


    In photography conceived as art, the question is more complex still. Photography is now more fully absorbed in the mainstream contemporary art world, and beauty has largely faded from the agenda there. Until the early 20th century, the pursuit of beauty was central to art, and even subjects that were inherently repugnant, such as martyrdom and crucifixion, were generally treated in a refined and appealing way. With some exceptions, such as Albrecht Dürer, Hieronymus Bosch, and Francisco Goya, art generally set out to satisfy our love of beauty. As the art historian Ernst Gombrich wrote, “Most people like to see in pictures what they would also like to see in reality. This is quite a natural preference. We all like beauty in nature.” Yes we do, and understanding why is crucial for anyone who sets out to create it or reveal it. As most photography around the world has beautification somewhere in its agenda, this deserves some serious attention. This is what esthetics is all about, but as this is a practical rather than an academic book, I’d prefer to keep the terminology simple.


    One single, difficult example (that also happens to have a special relevance to photography) is our feelings for sunsets. Why do we like sunsets? After all, they happen every day as long as the sky isn’t overcast, but they seem to be a magnet for cameras. Right now, along the Earth’s terminator, there are large numbers of people in position at convenient viewpoints, usually elevated, pointing cameras at the setting sun. In case you think I’m being cynical, I like sunsets too, especially if I’m somewhere picturesque: for some reason, I find them difficult to resist. Canvas opinion, and we find that people like sunsets because they find them beautiful. No surprise there, then. Sunsets are one particularly universal example of a sight that is generally agreed to embody beauty. Angelina Jolie is another (and Elizabeth Taylor and Ava Gardner if you want to retrace movie history). So is a full moon hanging low in the sky. And a swan coming in to land. And maybe Edward Weston’s Pepper, 1930. Oh, and I almost forgot, a rose. What ties all these together is our general agreement about what is beautiful, something that has been debated since at least Plato. However, there has to be a consensus about what looks good, otherwise it is pointless. Nevertheless, mention beauty, and the phrase that springs to almost everyone’s mind is “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” This has achieved the status of cliché to the point where few of us even think about how obviously wrong it is. It would be meaningless if only one person—one “beholder”—found a piece of art beautiful, while everyone else dismissed it. Beauty needs a consensus, or at least the possibility.
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    Tokyo Tower


    The busy time on the viewing platform of the Tokyo Tower is predictably just before sunset, where spectators gather to be surprised yet again by a daily event.


     


    Whenever we think that we’re shooting something beautiful, or aiming for beauty, there’s an inevitable sense in the back of the mind that other people should also like the result. If they do not, then for an image it means that the taste of the photographer is not meshing with the taste of the audience. That happens often, and it may be to do with failure (the photographer is just not skillful enough) or it may be to do with matching the photography to the wrong audience. The last time I visited the annual Frieze Art Fair in London, the majority of the photographs on display would definitely not suit the audience for Popular Photography & Imaging magazine, but they fitted perfectly the context of the contemporary art market. Significantly, though, only a minority of contemporary fine-art photography claims beauty.


    What most people tend to like visually


    This may not be an inspiring list, and leans, not surprisingly, towards the conservative, but it sets out the common denominators. To make something look good in a photograph does not mean checking each of these, but they all bear thinking about.


    • The familiar


    • Rich color


    • Brightness


    • Contrast


    • Harmony


    • Definition and clarity


    • Beauty


     


    [image: 14927_07crop_Swan_land_opt.png]


     


    Grace as we see it


    Certain subjects are perceived as being by nature graceful, elegant, beautiful—swans are among these. However, this is just the swan’s natural method of locomotion, just as much as a cockroach’s rapid scuttle, but this sense comes from our ideas of nature and form, rather than from anything intrinsic.
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    Rich sunsets, sunrises


    Few people would deny that scenes like these, treated in this conventional, colorful way, appeal broadly. They are difficult to dislike, and tick all the visual and emotional boxes for most of us, even though creatively they do not have a lot to offer.


    The preference for bright and colorful


    Several research studies in perceptual psychology confirm what the imaging industry has followed instinctively for years—that most people prefer rich colors to drab, bright images to dark, and higher contrast rather than flat. This can usually be summed up with the term Bright Colors. There are limits somewhere as to what is acceptable, but audiences tolerate extremes well. This image, shown in its Raw default form below, is given a 33% increase in the three values, and these are combined for the result far right—most viewers would instinctively prefer this version to the original.
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    Original
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    +33% saturation
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    +33% brightness
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    +33% contrast
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    The film manufacturers’ contribution


    One of the reasons for the success of Fuji’s Velvia film when it was launched in 1990 was its color saturation. One effect of this was an exaggeration of blue “vacation” skies, and another was distinct, rather than muddy, greens. Here, the same scene shot on Kodachrome and on Velvia demonstrates the difference.
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    Unsophisticated color


    In markets that are relatively new to imagery and have had little time to judge and discriminate, extremes of color saturation, brightness, and contrast are normal in advertising and mass-market publishing. These Shanghai posters are typical—the digital image file here has not been exaggerated during the processing.


     


    Whether or not it plays a rôle in your photography, we ought to know the basic facts about beauty and looking good. Plato considered it to be about proportion, harmony, and unity, while Aristotle believed it concerned order, symmetry, and definiteness. These are all ideas to which most people would still give a nod. But it was the 18th-century German philosopher, Immanuel Kant, who set the path for the study of beauty and art. In particular, beauty is a value, and it is always a positive value. It’s something that we appreciate for its own sake rather than for what we might be able to do with it, or what it can do for us. In his Critique of Judgment, Kant called it “Disinterested” for this reason. The experience of beauty, in other words, is its own reward. We are prepared to set aside time from ordinary, daily life to experience beauty, because we take pleasure from it, in a mix of ways that can include the emotional, sensory, and intellectual.


    Yet there’s an important distinction between beauty of subject and beauty of treatment. Subjects and scenes that are generally agreed to look good are assumed to exist independently from how they are photographed, but of course it is through photographic skill that their inherent beauty is brought out. Ultimately, as we’ll see, in any one photograph that sets out to look good, it is difficult to make a clean separation between the subject and the way it is composed, lit, and shot. This distinction, nevertheless, suggests some interesting creative possibilities, such as attempting to make beautiful things which are not, and we’ll come to some examples later in this chapter.
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    A combined effort towards beauty


    A stage performance of the Thousand-Hands Dance involves beauty in the subject (the human form, female, chosen and dressed for appeal) and beauty of treatment, with carefully managed lighting that accentuates while leaving no shadows.


     


    Making scenes, people, and objects look as good as possible is a basic skill in much photography, particularly commercial. That is largely what clients pay for. In wedding and portrait photography it is even more definite; the bottom line is “Make me look as good as possible.” Clearly, then, the answers lie in having a good knowledge of what is considered beautiful by most people—whether we’re talking about a face, a figure, a landscape, or whatever. What then sets certain photographers apart from others is not just the degree of skill, but also the level of inspiration to create imagery that transcends the average, while still being judged beautiful.


    Beauty in nature, which includes our famous sunsets, as well as rolling and healthy landscapes, blue seascapes, white beaches, and more, is a category that most people agree on—at least within any one culture. Signposted beauty spots and scenic viewpoints are premised on this. Plato’s ideals of proportion, harmony, and unity (that is, it all seems to fit together) are basic components for a beautiful landscape, and if you have already read The Photographer’s Eye, which dealt largely with composition in photography, you’ll recognize that these are qualities of the image as much as of the subject. That is because landscape is an idea that we have about terrain—it’s how we experience the geography of a place.


    One of the essential skills in photographing the landscape is finding the exact viewpoint and matching that to lens and frame, but the underlying assumption is that such a view exists, and that the landscape is somehow already well-proportioned, harmonious, and holds together. Well-proportioned means that the components—whether mountains, lakes, fields, woodland, or whatever—fit together in a size relationship that most people find satisfying. Harmonious means a coexistence between everything inside the landscape, without jarring notes such as a power station. Unified means that what we are looking at seems to have a completeness, as if it were meant to be a unit, fitting together seamlessly. Allied to this “unity” is a sense of economy of means—beauty in the way a photographer or artist treats a subject often involves the elegance of having used no more than was necessary to achieve the result. Over-elaboration and fussiness are common mistakes, but as these three qualities are mainly of composition, I’ll deal with them in more detail in the following chapter.
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    Ticking the boxes for an appealing landscape


    Although the precise view is not well known, the general location is—the renowned Yorkshire Dales. Photographing into the sun, at a time of day and weather with sensuous lighting, brings atmosphere and texture to the view, accentuated all the more attractively by the glistening reflections in the brook trickling through the scene. It is composed with a wide-angle lens (20mm) to accentuate the range of depth in the scene, from foreground to background, and this draws the viewer into the frame to give a palpable sense of being there (a telephoto treatment from further away would be less involving). Compare this with the painting by Turner on page 116, which is typical of much landscape painting in the 18th and 19th century in its deep view from silhouetted trees towards an expressive, uplifting sun that is close to the horizon.


     


    But we should add other qualities. One is a peculiarly modern concern, that of natural correctness and an absence of pollution and despoilment. Completely natural is good, and so is our idea of traditional land management, meaning fields with hedgerows, landscaped parks, small towns nestling in valleys, and so on, whatever social or ecological issues they might conceal. What is not good is diseased vegetation, aridity if it seems to be newly caused, signs of industry, garbage, and spoil heaps. That these last elements are increasingly common only raises the value of “unspoiled” views, while concern about this has helped create the bleak and unromantic school of campaigning landscape photography championed by Robert Adams—very much a rejection of beauty as an aim.
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    Beauty in architecture


    A recent work by I. M. Pei, the Suzhou Museum, is treated here in a way that all architectural photographers will recognize as flattering and lush. The viewpoint is sensibly chosen, but the visual appeal, well calculated, comes from the precise balance of dusk and internal lighting, with reflections adding their own predictable attraction. Like a well-executed sunset landscape, this treatment is aimed precisely at mass appeal, to look inviting.


     


    This idea of correctness or rightness segues into the notion of the ideal, which plays a part in all kinds of beauty, including human beauty. The subject and its treatment in an image always benefit from being unblemished and perfect—no abandoned vehicle in that field over there, and no pimple on the model’s complexion. No wonder that the temptation to retouch photographs proves too hard for some photographers and publishers to resist, whether it was National Geographic digitally shifting the Pyramids on its February 1982 cover, or the now universal post-production smoothing of skin in cosmetics ads and high-end fashion magazines.


    Another quality that plays a part in our appreciation of beauty in nature is “pleasurable memory.” This is more functional than the previous qualities and has to do with the image-evoking experience. We generally prefer sunshine to the lack of it, we like warm weather, mainly blue skies, and beaches of pure white sand (at least when we are on vacation), and landscape images that play to these memories generally score high on the “looks-good” scale. In a broader sense, this has to do with helping to project the viewer into the scene.


    Finally, in the repertoire of beautification, there is also the power of good lighting. Lighting is arguably photography’s most powerful weapon for manipulating its subjects. On a studio scale, enveloping light that softens shadow edges and displays a roundness of form is a predictable beauty workhorse, whether for an automobile, figure, face, or still life. This is a gross generalization, of course, but it is what umbrellas, softboxes, and lightbanks have in common. On occasion, axial lighting from a ringflash can also beautify, if the shape and surface texture of the subject allow the light to spread smoothly over it. Indeed, a large part of the success of broad-but-directional lighting comes from its treatment of surface, which is why the sheen on a nude figure (enhanced by oil) or the broad gloss on shiny or wet objects tends to make them attractive and/or desirable. It triggers a response in the viewer of being connected to the scene—being able to reach out and touch, if you like. This tactile, sensuous approach to lighting works particularly for anything that viewers might want to experience physically, whether an attractive nude body, a refreshing drink, or an appetizing food.
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    The spoiled landscape


    Now more than ever, with our new ecological awareness, scenes of the Earth being demolished by man for commercial gain have the status of anti-landscapes. The ugliness of what is going on has become a new reason to enjoy images. One possible criticism of this view, of copper mines on the island of New Guinea, is that the compositional and lighting treatment is too attractive and undermines the bleakness of the subject, but in defence I would argue that the “prettifying” effect of widescreen format, foreground-background relationship and the dappled lighting simply points out the contrast.
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    Wish we were here


    Projecting the audience into a scene and turning on the beautification tap is essential in commercial work. Here the techniques include an in-your-face “you are sitting here” viewpoint, manicured and tidy poolside location, and perfect sunset timing. What is not obvious is complex high-dynamic range-exposure blending so that all tones are comfortably reproduced.
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    Putting the viewer in front of the plate


    As with commercial destination photography, an important aim in food photography is to make the viewer feel as if the dish is really in front of them and ready to eat. This has resulted in one of the most widely used styles: low at-the-table viewpoint, very shallow depth of field to make the dish look close, and textural lighting.
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    Appetising lighting


    Most food photography not only aims to appeal, but to translate one sense, taste, into the completely different visual sense. Apart from the usual well-turned composition, lighting plays a massive role. Food lighting slowly follows fashion and there are tried-and-tested techniques for being attractive. Here, clarity, glow, and contrast of both color and tone are the goals. These are achieved by mixing a large area flash softlight, placed over and slightly back to heighten reflections in the silverware, with a low-raking warm tungsten spotlight.


     


    Note that, at the end of all of this, beauty is about expectation, about conforming to what most people have learned to like. This doesn’t make it sound very original and indeed it isn’t. Beauty means not having too many surprises and this applies to beauty in a human face as well as in nature. But is human beauty a special case? Possibly so. Remember that beauty in nature is a “disinterested” quality, meaning that we enjoy it for its own sake and not because we get any profit from it. Enjoying beauty is not useful, just pleasurable. Beauty in people, however, certainly is useful. It helps in finding partners, and so evolution has had a large hand in it. Almost universally, people judged attractive to look at are also judged to be more intelligent, successful, interesting, and so on.


    Because the beauty industry—from cosmetics to surgery—is huge, there is plenty of research on the subject, so for once the elements of beauty have been analyzed and quantified. If you were looking for a model to photograph and needed him or her to be attractive, just follow the accompanying lists. One project highly relevant to photography has been conducted by the universities of Regensburg and Rostock in Germany under the title Beauty Check, using morphing software to blend a large number of faces into composites. Different composites were made with varying proportions and these were presented to test subjects who then judged the pictures on attractiveness. The results showed that beauty tends toward averageness, that there are fewer differences between male and female beauty than you might expect, that skin texture is extremely important, and that large, well-spaced eyes lead the list of individual features.
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