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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




Introduction


If you’re truly interested in photography, you have to make a connection with what you’re shooting. And to do this, you need access. Getting the photos that others can’t is all about gaining this access to your subject. 


Access isn’t limited to the obvious. It goes all the way from gaining permission to be in a certain spot to the less obvious matter of getting your head around your subject. It’s about how to get right up to that subject — not only so that it’s there in front of your camera, but also so that you understand it and it responds to you. It can be a place, an event, a person or a thing, but it’s only going to come alive in the picture if you have that access. 


There’s a creeping tendency nowadays to talk about photography in academic or philosophical or poetic terms, and I hope I’ve never fallen into that trap. Photography isn’t vague. In the end, you have to deliver a picture, and that means really knowing what you’re standing in front of and having made the effort to get there.


It’s taken as read in this book that you’ve already reached the level of skill and talent to be able to make a good picture out of anything. If you need help in how to take good pictures, there are other books, and I’ll be immodest and say that I’ve written quite a few of them, such as The Photographer’s Eye. For now, however, let’s just assume you can take a good picture if you’re pointed in the right direction. 


Stanley Kubrick, featured later in this book, and who was a truly great photographer, said about his film-making process, ‘My background as a stills photographer makes it much easier for me to find an interesting way to shoot something at the last minute and not have to worry about how to shoot it.’ 


As you’ll see, each photographer has a particular way of accessing what they set out to shoot, and there’s great variety in their methods. Each situation, too, is unique, and it’s essential to bring a fresh approach to each subject as you start to explore it. If I ever even begin to think ‘Here’s another one of those situations’, I kick myself hard. Each one is new. 
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Michael Freeman
Yi funeral, Yunnan, China, 2013
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Michael Freeman
83-year-old Akha man, Chiang Rai Province, Thailand





To give some order, however, I’ve grouped these many inventive approaches into five kinds of access. 


The first is about being in the Right Place at the Right Time. The focus here is getting you and your camera in position. Even with fixed subjects, such as a landscape or a famous building, a good photograph takes due care and attention, because you don’t want the shot that anyone else could take. With unpredictable subjects, the strategies become even more complex.


The second kind of access involves dealing with people, both as subjects themselves, and as the gatekeepers to something else you might want to photograph. People skills go way beyond photography, of course, and they certainly don’t come with the camera manual, but they’re essential and varied. We have a full suite of them here, under the title Hearts & Minds.


Third is Immersion in your chosen subject or situation. If you involve yourself fully, doors will open that you may not even have thought were there. The key ingredient of this form of access is time. Because the pace of most photography nowadays is fast, just making the decision itself to commit a chunk of your time and energy to a subject puts you at an immediate advantage.


Fourth is Deep Learning. Like Immersion, it’s not what most people want to do, because it requires a lot of time and effort — but it always pays off. Knowing everything about your subject enables you to find ways of photographing it that have meaning, and gives you the ability to anticipate shots that might otherwise escape.


Finally (and when all else fails), step to one side and think of a completely different approach. Left Field means doing the unexpected, and I’ll show you how some very creative photographers took innovative, even weird, directions to be able to get what they wanted.
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‘f/8 and be there’ is the laconic recipe for getting the shot. 


It’s supposed to be the summation of all you need to know to achieve success in photography. Apart, that is, from all the other stuff you need, such as talent, knowledge, a good eye, and so on. 


Some claim that the wise-cracking Arthur ‘Weegee’ Fellig (see Advance Notice) said it. Maybe he did and maybe he didn’t, but he wouldn’t have denied authorship in any case, because it cuts right to the chase of professional shooting. The first part (f/8) is about practical depth of field and depth of focus — both no-nonsense ways of guaranteeing the shot — while the second part (be there) wraps up everything that this book is about. Unlike writing, which I’m doing right now at a desk, photography can only be performed in front of the subject.


That’s the simple part. Next, you need to know just what and where ‘there’ is, and that’s the tricky part that this first chapter will help with. 


What follows are mini case studies showing how photographers have used different techniques and ideas to get to the right place at the right time. I'm forever reminded of the words used by my first teacher when I started out in photography. Although he wasn’t a photographer and teaching wasn’t part of his job description, Lou Klein, the art director at Time-Life Books, my first big client, certainly gave great advice. On one assignment, to Athens, he said, ‘I want to see what the milk bottles look like.’ 


Of course he didn’t mean that literally. It was in the days when milk bottles in London were delivered to your doorstep, and he meant he wanted to dig into ordinary life, that what might be commonplace in that world could be fascinating to others. He also said, ‘It’s all about being in the right place at the right time.’ 


Sounds pathetically obvious, doesn’t it? But if you take it seriously, it’s actually the key to success.






Advance notice



Austrian-born and New York-raised, Arthur Fellig was the archetypal sensationalist press photographer, wise-cracking his way through crime scenes, street brawls, accidents and socialites on sidewalks. From the late 1930s through the 1940s, armed with a handheld 4 × 5-inch camera and flashbulbs, Fellig was the master of the scoop, priding himself on beating even the cops to murder scenes. Although prone to boasting and self-aggrandizement, he built up a reputation for being first on the scene. He called himself Weegee – a slang reference to the Ouija board — to further promote his seemingly uncanny ability to sniff out events. 


In reality this was down to ingenuity and obsessive hard work. Weegee managed to become the only freelance photographer in New York with a permit to use a portable shortwave radio that could tap into the frequency used by the police. Working mostly at night, using flashbulbs, he often did reach the crime scene before the cops. The influential director of photography at the city’s Museum of Modern Art, John Szarkowski, rated his work highly enough to include in the permanent collection, and wrote: 


‘Probably few policemen have seen as much violent sin as Weegee did. During his best years as a photographer he lived in a room across the street from Manhattan police headquarters, waiting for the inevitable call on his police radio that would announce another gangland execution, or botched holdup, crime of passion . . . mere professional competence would not have produced the wonderfully intimate and knowledgeable photographs that he made.’ 


–John Szarkowski


Weegee also learned something valuable from chasing violent crime — that the people who attended the scenes provided extra subjects. Weegee discovered that just as morbidly fascinating as a dead body was the behaviour of passersby at a murder scene. He paid attention to the onlookers who always gathered at these occasions and found that there he had access to human reaction and emotion. As Szarkowski put it, ‘He had learned from experience that the audience was often as terrific as the event.’
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Weegee (Arthur Fellig)
Harold Horn, Knocked Over Milk Wagon with Stolen Car, 1941





Later in his career, in 1963, Fellig was hired by Stanley Kubrick (see Source Material) to document the filming of Dr Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. Kubrick had himself been a photographer for Look magazine in his early years, and he liked Fellig’s style. Fellig’s rather strong Austrian accent, incidentally, inspired Peter Sellers’ accent as the ex-Nazi scientist of the film’s title.


Although things have progressed considerably since then — in terms of technology and sensationalism — thinking ahead and doing research are as valuable strategies now as they have ever been. And the tools for research are better than ever.






Boots on the ground



Not everyone is interested in the rigours and difficulties, not to mention the frequent disappointments, of street photography, but there is a purity about it that can help teach all of us about access. 


Street photography is more fashionable now than ever before, which is a mixed blessing. For the good, it has refocused attention on the value of skill in shooting. Less welcome is the idea that simply being out with a camera on a street is all it takes to get great pictures. It isn’t. The essence of street photography is the capture of some kind of coincidence that the photographer, and only the photographer, sees and is quick enough to catch. By definition, this doesn’t happen very often. Uncertainty and long periods of nothing happening are typical in this kind of photography, so it takes a certain kind of doggedness and optimism to persevere. 


What this means in terms of access is that you need to simply keep at it. Getting prize captures in this kind of shooting is a little similar to old-fashioned gold prospecting — work at it long and hard enough, and every so often there’s a nugget. You can’t do very much planning or preparation, but you can arm yourself with expectations and get out there. Matt Stuart, one of the form’s most renowned practitioners, admits to having an dogged approach: ‘You have to be obsessed, you have to do it every day.’


And he really does mean every day. For 20 years. For at least a couple of hours. At the peak of his time street shooting in London, his routine was to leave the house at 10am and walk around until the light went, which in the summer in England can be pretty late. 


‘You have to be out there doing it. Gary Player, the golfer, said, “It’s funny, the harder I practise, the luckier I get.” It’s the same with photography . . . The hit rate with photography in general, but with street specifically, is quite low, just due to the fact that you go out and wait to see what turns up, or you have to sniff it out. In a great year I’d get ten good shots.’ – Matt Stuart
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Matt Stuart
New Bond Street, 2006





It takes real discipline to go out every day, even though Stuart says he’s ‘always totally stoked about shooting’. The picture above took him six months to get.


‘I was walking past this advert with a peacock every day for six months and loved it, but nothing had really happened . . . Two weeks earlier, Joel Meyerowitz had contacted me and said he was coming to London, and why not go out and take pictures together? . . . Joel’s a really inspirational character, and one of the things we share is the idea that you have to be positive, you have to be open . . . On this particular day, someone had dumped a skip in front of the peacock, and then covered it with a blue tarpaulin, and that was it. It’s still one of my favourite pictures, and that was definitely one of my favourite days on the street.’ – Matt Stuart
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Matt Stuart
Needham Road, 2005





Just walking a route every day, disciplined though it may be, is not enough on its own. You need mental tactics to ensure you are prepared. It helps to know the kind of imagery that you personally like, and to look out for certain ‘triggers’, as Stuart calls them, ‘things you respond to’. His include people yawning, the colour red and people’s hands (to name just a few).


‘The first thing I look for when I’m walking down the street is colour and if I see someone in red — I have a thing for red — then I’ll always go for that and see what happens. Unless it’s a huge moment, like someone’s fallen to the floor or doing a somersault in the air, in which case there’s no time to think about colour and I’ll just shoot. If you have a nice thing happening and you also have the colour, then you’ve probably got something.’ – Matt Stuart


That was the intuition that led to this shot (opposite) taken outside a pub in West London — there were three reds and then something happened. Also, and this may seem self-evident but, have your camera with you at all times, even when, as in this instance (although you can’t see it), there’s a pint of beer in the other hand. 


One of the added benefits of this sort of diligence is that you get insights that wouldn’t occur to most people. The average weekly calendar usually denotes work versus time off, but Matt’s is different. For his most regular beat, London’s West End, it goes like this:


Monday: Delivery day.


Tuesday: The only ordinary day in the week.


Wednesday: Matinee day (so lots of grey hair on the streets in the afternoon).


Thursday: The new Friday. For people who live in London, Thursday evenings have become what Friday evenings used to be — after-work release.


Friday: Many real Londoners head off home after work, leaving the city to tourists and out-of-towners.


Saturday: Shopping and tourists.


Sunday: A rubbish day because it doesn’t get going until mid-afternoon.





Do the math


If you want to raise the standard of your landscape photography to a serious level, the one essential variable to master above all others is light. 


While you personally have no control over the sun and weather, they are increasingly predictable. There are powerful apps available that not only forecast weather conditions but also track the predicted positions of the sun, moon and stars. Examples of these are PhotoPills and The Photographer’s Ephemeris. Ju Shen Lee, as a geographer, is a committed user of the former, in particular to check the direction of a sunrise.


A classic time for landscape photography is when the sun is low on the horizon, not only because of the colours present but because the low raking light offers extra choice depending on the camera’s position relative to the sun. Capturing sunset is fairly easy, as there’s time to watch the sun’s path as it sinks, but sunrise is more difficult. First, travelling to a viewpoint and setting up usually has to be done in the dark, and second, the exact point on the horizon where the sun will appear is not easy to judge by eye. Moreover, this sunrise point shifts laterally throughout the year, more so in higher latitudes.
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