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FOREWORD


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


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


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


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





[image: images]





Student Profiles


 


Gillian Bolsover
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Gillian chose photography because she wanted to see the world. Not just the far-flung corners of the globe that, granted, she has made good inroads into seeing; but to investigate more deeply the world at her doorstep. The camera is the excuse that lets you into the lives of others. Gillian’s camera has taken her backstage at Bonnaroo Music Festival, to Marine Corps boot camp, into the lives of illegal immigrants facing deportation, and through Shanghai’s traditional lane house communities.


After studying photojournalism and political science at undergrad, Gillian spent several years working as a photographer and multimedia producer at a daily newspaper in the US, before leaving to make her way in the wide world. She currently works as a freelance writer, photographer, and multimedia producer in Shanghai, China. She loves her unique role of using her knowledge of Chinese language and culture to introduce the country to those who might not otherwise have a chance to experience and understand it.


You can see more of Gillian’s work at www.bolsoverphotos.com






Sven Thierie


[image: images]


Sven Thierie is a graphic designer living in Leuven, Belgium. He studied graphic design at Provinciale Hogeschool Limburg in Hasselt (PHL), and went on to earn a masters in interactive design at Koninklijke Academie van Schone Kunsten in Ghent (KASK). He is passionate about his work in advertising, but his favorite pastime has always been photography. During his many travels throughout Europe and North Africa, his camera is his “first mate,” and an indispensable component of his travel experiences.


A passionate observer of culture, he says that “Living in the center of Europe is very inspirational, personally and professionally, because of the huge numbers of cultures living and interacting so close to one another.” In the future he wants to venture farther out into the world, with his camera in tow, of course.


You can see more of Sven’s work on his website: www.sventhierie.be






Jennifer Laughlin
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After taking a black-and-white photography class for fun, Jennifer Laughlin’s interest in photography was stoked and she attended Randolph Community College in Asheboro, NC, graduating with a concentration in biocommunications photography. She has worked at the North Carolina Office of State Archaeology and TTW Photographic. Jennifer works with both film and digital equipment, using a Nikon D300 and a Mamiya C330 to capture her photos. Her specialty is macro-photography and she enjoys portraying the small details in her subjects. Jennifer currently resides in Charlotte, NC with her boyfriend, Chris Badger, and her two dogs, Buster and Griswald.


You can find her work at jenniferlaughlin.blogspot.com






Adam Graetz
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Adam Graetz draws his inspiration largely from the urban and suburban scenery in which he grew up. A perfectionist with an affinity for symmetry and patterns, Adam received his first SLR in 2003 (a Nikon N6006) after his sister decided to drop a photography class, and was instantly hooked. Today, he shoots mostly digital with a Nikon D7000, but also shoots film with a Nikon FM-2, preferring Fuji Superia for color and Kodak Trichrome for B&W. There’s also the occasional Holga shot mixed in, or a Mamiya 645 for medium format. Travel plays a significant role in his work, and he always keeps his camera at the ready while exploring new territory.


Having recently graduated from UNC-Chapel Hill, where he studied media production and international relations, Adam enjoys design, filmmaking, audio production, and just about any digital media project he can get his hands on. He has also been teaching Adobe Creative Suite and Final Cut Studio on an individual basis for the past four years.


“The idea of man vs nature often comes up in my work. Sometimes I juxtapose evidence of human civilization against naturally occurring elements; other times I seek to completely remove any signs of civilization in my photos, to make them completely natural.”


You can find out more about Adam at his website, www.adamgraetz.com and view his flickr photo gallery at www.flickr.com/photos/adamgee





Introduction


 


Like so many other creative pursuits, photography is the fusion of creative vision and technical skill in order to produce something beautiful. One without the other might produce a good photograph, but the chances of it being great aren’t so high. Someone who understands precisely how their camera operates and knows the physics of a perfect exposure, but can’t imagine how a scene will look in their mind’s eye, or cannot spot the moment that will make a photograph, will struggle to produce a meaningful image. Likewise, it’s all very well being able to envision the perfect photograph, but if your technical ability doesn’t allow you to translate that to reality, then you still won’t have an image.


Bringing together these two aspects of photography is, for many photographers, part of the medium’s appeal. The challenge to produce the perfect image is ongoing; it involves the constant search for the ideal subject and the perpetual acquisition and development of skills and knowledge. Photography is inspiring and demanding; it is fun and it can also be frustrating. It is definitely eye-opening.


Ask any photographer if they have ever taken a perfect photograph and the answer will likely be “no.” The perfect sunset photograph is always just over the horizon. But we are always striving for it. What this means then is that the critical factor behind any photograph is always going to be the photographer; it won’t be the camera. It’s easy to get caught up in megapixels and sensor sizes and processor capacity, but they mean nothing without the person clicking the shutter. Seeing as you’re reading this book, that means you. Your photographs are the result of the application of your technical skill to your creative vision.


Although ideally you’ve recently acquired your first DSLR—maybe a 50mm prime lens, too—and are keen to make the most out of it, composition pertains to every photographer using any type of camera. Most of what’s in this book will apply to you and your photography regardless of the camera in your hands. It won’t matter if you’re snapping something with the camera in your mobile phone because that’s what you have to hand, or if you’ve progressed to the dizzying heights of a medium-format camera: The theories behind composition remain the same, and they are the foundation of taking stunning and meaningful photographs.
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Saffron skins


Beyond shapes, lines, and framing, composition is also about how you capture color and texture.


A photograph is your interpretation of an event or scene; it’s your expression of a story. Consequently, the basis of a good photograph is its composition, or how you—the photographer—bring together everything that you are trying to say and relate it effectively as a whole. If a photograph is a narrative, then it relies on a strong composition to be conveyed.


Just like photography itself, composition is the synthesis of the technical and the creative. It’s where geometry and artistry collide head on and in the resulting explosion they make something gorgeous. If you haven’t studied math since high school and the idea of geometry strikes fear to your core, don’t worry. When you look at it in the context of taking a photograph and can see how it helps to elevate your images from something ordinary to something special, it’s not nearly that daunting.


This book has been designed as a progression: It starts when you consider what it is that you want to photograph and finishes with you tidying up your images using post-production, and yes, it takes in some geometry along the way. Each section builds on the theories, skills, and techniques that you learned in previous sections, and gives you the opportunity to put them into practice, too. Of course, if you just wanted to check on a theory or read up on a specific technique, there’s nothing to stop you from doing that. All the same, the idea is to have you taking better-composed, beautiful photographs by the end of the book.
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An avian hourglass


It’s not enough to simply record evidence of having seen something. You must keep an eye out for the other elements that, when framed and captured in a photograph, augment and enhance the scene.





Basics
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In speaking about composition, it quickly becomes necessary to both establish a base of knowledge to refer to as we move up through higher level concepts, and also to challenge any preconceptions that may already exist about that knowledge. Some of what is covered in this chapter may at first seem self-evident, but it is important to keep an open mind and recognize whether certain essential concepts may have already been taken for granted without giving them due consideration.


Toward that end, the sections in this chapter cover a mixture of creative and technical issues: your subject, the orientation of your frame, and the depth of field of your image. In essence, composition is always going to be about your subject, where you position it, and what you do to make it the center of attention.


But you have to walk before you can run, and that means selecting your subject and then setting up your shot to make sure your subject works in the frame. Some of the other sections in the book will cover topics that might or might not be apposite to every picture that you take; these ones always are.


These are the fundamental principles that you should think about applying to your images every time that you click the shutter.






Pick your Subject


 


The fundamental “point-and-shoot” process of taking a picture is so direct and instantaneous that questioning yourself as to what the subject is or should be is, at first glance, superfluous. The subject of a portrait is the person in it, right? And the building is the subject of every architectural shot. This “whatever is in the middle of the frame is the subject” approach can be quite deceiving, however. For one, it can be easy to get distracted by everything else occurring in and around the image, and for the subject to get lost. One of the most common photographic critiques is simply, “What am I supposed to be looking at?” What seems obvious to the photographer—who was there at the moment of capture and knows why the shot was taken in the first place—needs to be communicated elegantly and straightforwardly to the viewer, and the mechanism for this communication is where composition comes into play. So your first question should always be “What am I photographing?” If you think of your photograph as a story or narrative, you’ll be better able to determine what it is that’s the focus of your image because you’ll know exactly what it is that you’re trying to express through it. It doesn’t matter if the subject is vast and sweeping or intricate and detailed, there should be something in the photograph that is speaking to its audience.


The images below are very different subjects captured in different ways, but they both drive a narrative and have a sense of purpose. Remember: Without a firm idea of what it is that you want to capture, you won’t be able to create a strong, purposeful, and meaningful photograph.
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Open road, open interpretation


Let’s start with a vast, sweeping subject. Here, there are narrative themes of openness, possibility, but also of emptiness and being lost. It conveys a sense of isolation or maybe even loneliness. Anyone looking at the image can get a feeling of being the only person in the world, and that the road heads onward, unending and deserted.
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Delicate close-up


An intricate and detailed picture might focus on the patina of some antique furniture, and through it convey the passage of time. When someone looks at the picture, they should be feeling the age of the furniture and wondering what it has been through to acquire those marks and scars.



Enhancing the Subject


 


When you’ve established your subject and what story you are telling through your photograph, you can then determine what is essential to your image, what is the background, and what is superfluous. By working out these key elements and how they interact—for example, how the background accentuates the subject—you will ensure that your photograph is saying just what you want it to say and everything will harmonize toward that end. You will be on your way to composing better images before you’ve even released the shutter.


We can think about this in a bit more depth by going back to the example of the sweeping, lonely road on the opposite page. If the photograph had a train of cars heading along the road they would detract from the feeling of emptiness and change the overall narrative. You might even find that the cars then become the subject itself, rather than the road. But an isolated building or a solitary car might contribute to the sense of desolation. They’re not exactly background imagery, but you might think of them as a “subplot,” giving weight to what it is that you are trying to say. The key here is that whatever you place in an image should be contributing to the story and complementing the subject, not diminishing it. Sometimes it might mean hanging around for a bit to get the perfect shot, or changing where you stand to take your photograph; but it will be worth it.


Making something the subject of a photo isn’t just about placing it in the center of the frame and clicking your shutter. There is an entire gamut of techniques and tricks to draw the eye to the subject of an image, techniques that we’ll explore throughout the course of this book; but the starting point is where to place your subject in the frame. While it might seem to make sense to place the subject of your photo slap-bang in the middle of the frame to ensure that it’s the center of attention, this doesn’t necessarily make for the best photo. First of all—and very bluntly—this sort of composition is boring if you use it repeatedly.








Two takes


What’s the story here? The individual drops of water, clinging to an arch that forms a graphic image? Or a more literal presentation of forlorn furniture left out in the rain?
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Filling the Frame


 


For the moment, let’s disregard a vast number of other possible types of images and concentrate only on one: a single, obvious, self-apparent subject positioned directly in front of the camera. How to frame it? Already there are two choices: to close in tight so the photograph is dominated entirely by the subject; or to take a wider view that incorporates the surroundings. The first option gives you the opportunity to capture much more detail in the subject, and is easier to compose if the subject is large enough to fill up the frame. It is also better suited to subjects that are self-evidently interesting or unusual—such as a rare bird or an exquisite work of art. The second, wide-view option, on the other hand, invites a study of the relationship between the subject and its context, and so the surrounding environment must be relevant somehow. Perhaps the subject needs some other point of comparison so the viewer can judge its relative size, or maybe there is other action occurring that contextualizes the subject’s movement or expression. Neither of these approaches is superior to the other; it’s about what you prefer aesthetically, what you want to communicate, and what best suits the circumstances. Don’t be afraid to experiment and shift your precise focus, but do know exactly what it is that you want the picture to communicate.


Keeping in mind the questions of how much of the frame to fill and with what is what differentiates the thoughtful photographer from the casual shooter. You should continually ask yourself these questions, and they will eventually become second nature as you learn to consider both your subject and its environment simultaneously, and decide how much of each to fit into frame. In any case, the bottom line is to maximize the amount of meaningful information in the shot—there shouldn’t be anything extraneous in the scene. Whatever you see in a picture should be accentuating the subject, not detracting from it.
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Frame of reference


How big is this piece of stained glass? The close crop provides nothing to act as a reference, but the impact of the striking colors would be lost in an environmental photograph.





Get closer


What’s the subject? The flowers, of course. But while the image on the left shows the overall shape of the plant and includes a bit of its surroundings, that’s not the original intent of the image, which was to isolate the fine detail within the buds and flowers—which is better illustrated by a tighter crop as shown right.
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Organizing the Frame


 


By introducing some tension into your image not only do you make it more aesthetically interesting, but you also create a relationship between your subject and background. Tension is something that will continue to come up throughout this book, but in this particular case, tension is what we mean by capturing the interaction between subject and background, which then introduces some direction or movement into your composition. This will draw your eye into the image so that it doesn’t feel static.


Diagonals and strong divides that run through your photographs, together with your subjects’ eye-lines (see here), can all contribute to tension. If you’re aiming for an environmental photograph, the relationship between subject and background is all-important. The background provides context for the subject and they need to work together in order to tell the story of the image.


If you’ve never tried off-center focusing with your camera, it isn’t nearly as scary as it sounds. If you’re using manual focus, focus first on the subject of your image and then recompose the frame to set the subject in relation to the background. When you use autofocus, first focus on your subject by half-pressing the shutter button, and then, while still keeping the shutter button half-pressed, recompose your frame as you see fit, finally fully pressing the shutter button once you have your desired composition. Your camera will remember where you focused as long as you keep the shutter button half-pressed, even if that subject isn’t in the center of the frame anymore. (It is worth noting that many cameras, including most DSLRs, allow you to customize various buttons in order to facilitate this focus-andrecompose method in different ways. For instance, sometimes you can press the AEL/AFL button to acquire focus, and half-pressing the shutter button has no immediate effect. Consult your particular camera’s manual for details.)
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