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To Martina, Meredith, and Jennifer


Introduction

One of the best ways to improve at almost any activity is to deliberately work at improvement. Rather than approach photographic composition as a collection of rules, principles, or design elements, the book uses exercises designed to enhance and make connections between perception and the final image. The book also addresses the fundamental skills of camera handling.

This book takes a primarily inductive approach in which knowledge and improvement come about by a process of discovery. If you learn best by doing things, you will probably like this book. I would add that this book is particularly suited for persons who are willing to try things irrespective of whether they initially see any value in doing them. If you believe that you can improve skills by passive learning and without having to put forth some serious effort, this book is probably not for you. There may be parts of the book that you think are unnecessary or involve subject matter you find uninteresting. I strongly encourage the reader to reserve judgment about the exercises and the genres they encompass, and simply do the exercises. As with many areas of learning, sometimes it is impossible to understand the value of having done something until long after its completion.

Lots of books have been written on how to improve photographic skills. Many of these books take a deductive teaching approach in which the basic principles of composition are presented in a mechanical and isolated way. Generally speaking, these books adopt a framework of discussing a principle and then illustrating the principle with example photographs. Looking at images is valuable but you are not going to improve your skills merely by looking at pretty pictures. One reason for this is that the actual scene as perceived by a photographer can vary substantially from what appears in the image because of factors such as the context of the setting, the light available to the photographer, and the transient nature of the scene. Similarly, camera skills are sometimes the determining factor in whether an image is satisfactorily captured or disappointingly lost.

Of course, inspiration and a knowledge of basic principles are crucial elements in photography because they give you ideas regarding the scope of possibilities and the means to act on them. However, much like merely looking at images of muscular bodies in a fitness book will not make you stronger, merely looking at photographs is not going to take you very far in becoming the best you can be. Substantial improvement in photography generally comes from a lot of repetitions, in a variety of ways, and over a substantial period of time.

Another premise of this book is that the ability to take strong photographs is not an inherent gift that one is either born with or without. Although photographic style is an individual characteristic that will eventually show through irrespective of a person’s attempt to change it, almost anyone can master their own form of photography provided they work at it hard enough. Therefore, we will be approaching this issue with the view that the ability to take photographs can always be improved, and sometimes dramatically. We will consider the fact that the processes that are effective at developing an eye for taking photographs can vary among individuals, and thus it is important to experiment with different types of photography. Likewise, we recognize that some of the aspects of achieving proficiency in photography vary by genre. The factors that are important to a landscape photographer may be almost inconsequential to a studio photographer and vice versa. Nonetheless, all forms of photography depend on the ability of photographers to perceive what is before them.

Finally, the purpose of the book is not to dictate what makes a photograph good or bad, because this is, and always should be, a personal and subjective decision. Likewise, it is not intended to be a physics or engineering textbook. Instead, the book is based on the premise that by enhancing their perceptual skills, photographers will be better able to carry out their art and craft in a way that comports with their personal philosophies and goals.


1

Foundations for Learning to See

The fundamental perceptual skills associated with photography are seeing, composition, and evaluation. Some photographers seem to possess a natural gift for these skills, but for others they can be baffling. There are many reasons why the ability to see a scene as it objectively appears varies among people. However, the most notable is that the eye and brain work together much differently than a lens and camera do. Likewise, although most people can recognize good composition when they see it, some photographers find it difficult to achieve a well-composed image without resorting to the rote application of the guidelines known as the rules of composition. In a similar vein, some photographers recognize that their images are somehow lacking, but find it difficult to discern why. The good news is that these skills are not especially mysterious and can be improved by understanding and developing them.

In some ways, photography is similar to physical fitness—if you really want to improve, you need to work at it. Another aspect these two things have in common is that success is far more dependent on effort and discipline than on equipment. The mere act of engaging in activity will help anyone get better, but working with a consistent plan is the best approach. Improvement will come by being deliberate in what you do and working especially hard at the things that are causing you to fall short.
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A good part of photographing is simply getting out with a camera and exploring places and ideas. The more you work at being observant and finding opportunities, the more you will improve.

Recognize that nothing will give you a better feel for photographic skills than actually taking photographs. Doing this will make it clear what is not working and where your weaknesses are. Once you have identified an area in which you want to improve, you can concentrate on improving that specific area. Furthermore, it is easier to push yourself to make your images even better when you recognize what “even better” looks like. Good photographers are good because they have mastered the fundamentals and put themselves in situations where they can make good images. However, don’t expect that every photograph you take has to be a work of art, or that every session has to result in a good image. You can practice taking photographs in almost any setting, and even taking mundane photographs can help you improve your skills so that you are better able to take advantage of more meaningful opportunities.

Expect to spend a lot of time taking photographs before you can consistently produce images that meet your goals and expectations. Developing strong perceptual skills requires putting mental effort into making images. When you are trying to master a particular skill, just going through the motions will not be very effective, nor will doing something a couple of times and then moving on. You need to concentrate on the task at hand and try to work for some form of sustained achievement.

The Importance of Seeing

Seeing is the ability to observe what is in a scene and to recognize the potential ways a scene can be depicted in a photograph. It is the most fundamental of the basic skills because it not only determines which visual elements will appear in an image, but it also influences the decision to make the image. Some people believe that seeing is a mysterious gift, the so-called artist’s eye. The reality is that almost anyone can learn the skill of seeing, particularly when they understand how the brain receives and processes visual information. For many people, the difficulty in seeing arises from the left hemisphere of the brain interpreting the information from the eyes by abstracting and symbolizing. This enables a person to efficiently register the most important objects in their line of vision and is a way of controlling information overload. However, this process also causes people to perceive objects differently than how they actually appear. For example, most people believe that telephone poles are always vertical even when they are often slightly tilted. In the same way, because people understand that the rails of railroad tracks are parallel, they do not notice that the rails appear to converge as they recede into the distance. When viewed in a left-brain frame of mind, a scene will often register differently from its actual appearance. For example, parallel lines will seem parallel, vertical objects seem vertical, and foregrounds and backgrounds are free of distracting content. However, cameras lack the ability to do this kind of mental filtering, and thus only record the scene as it appears in front of them. It is thus the difference between a filtered perception and unfiltered reality that causes many photographs to fall short of what they intended to record.

Seeing is relatively easy to improve but ironically presents a major challenge to many photographers. The reason that seeing is easy to improve is that it generally only requires the photographer to shift into the cognitive form of visualization that is primarily controlled by the right hemisphere of the brain. Conversely, the reason that seeing can be a challenge is that it entails bringing together diverse elements such as shapes, emotions, and motions into a unitary, static whole. However, pursuing this challenge is a large part of what makes photography interesting.

Photographers can learn a lot about seeing and composition from artists who work in other two-dimensional media. One of first areas to examine is the learning process itself. Visual artists, when learning to draw and paint, immediately recognize the need to improve their perceptual abilities because they work in media in which pigments are placed by hand onto a blank surface. Unless they learn to perceive what their subjects actually look like, it is nearly impossible to depict objects realistically. Photographers are less likely to recognize problems with perception because cameras automatically address visual issues such as contour, perspective, and value. By subsuming many of the mental tasks associated with rendering scenes, the camera can mask areas where improvement of visual skills is needed.

The camera’s ability to record visual features without human cognition of the scene has affected how photographic composition has been taught. Since the end of the nineteenth century, when photography became feasible for the masses, photographic composition has generally been taught as the application of design principles from the graphic arts to two-dimensional images. These concepts range from the very basic such as the “rule of thirds” and “s-curves” to the more esoteric such as “notan,” which is a term from Japanese art that pertains to the balance of dark and light masses. Traditional art skills such as discerning edges, determining proportions, and judging perspective have not been taught to photographers because they are largely unnecessary to the process of fixing a photographic image. However, it is through learning these skills that most artists have learned how to see.
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A good way to appreciate the difference between photography and other fine arts such as painting is try to do something that has been previously done in a different medium. Although the camera enables the photographer to capture details and render perspective automatically, painting provides much more control over what to put in and what to leave out. Copying the works of master artists is a time-honored learning technique in the traditional fine arts. As can be seen in this comparison with Pablo Picasso’s Still Life with Pitcher and Apples (1919), the way content is rendered by various media very much affects what is communicated.

A major difference between the graphic arts and fine arts is that graphic artists are taught how to express concepts visually. Graphic design principles are particularly useful for communicating abstract concepts such as calm, unease, and velocity. These principles can be and often are applied to photographs. They are likewise used in abstract fine art. However, achieving the sense of realism associated with traditional forms of fine art requires cognitive skills that differ from those required for graphic design. The “something more” aspect is the ability to perceive the elements in a scene and depict them on a two-dimensional surface.

The problem that many people have with perception has been explained by research in the field of psychobiology. This research has shown that the model of the eye as a “camera” that sends images to the brain is largely false. Instead, the eye and brain work together in a way that provides the brain with the information it needs to handle the tasks before it. Much of the time, the eye-brain combination disregards most of the visual information encompassed by the lens of the eye. For example, when you are reading a book, you probably are not conscious of the gutter where the pages connect, the margins surrounding the text, your hands, or the table on which the book is resting. Reading is an analytical skill in which the brain assembles the visual elements produced by letters and abstracts them into conscious thought. What you perceive when reading are the thoughts abstracted from the words. The extraneous elements are suppressed from conscious thought. On the other hand, if you are looking at what features distinguish one typeface from another, you are unlikely to be conscious of the thoughts expressed by words formed by the letters of the typeface. Instead, you become cognizant of features such as the serifs, weight, and descenders associated with the typeface.
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Most people who have not studied arts such as drawing and painting believe the eyes are located higher than they actually are. If you look at this image, you can see that eyes are almost always located at the midlevel of the skull.

Most of the time, limiting conscious perception to the elements that are relevant to the task at hand is a good thing. Otherwise, you would suffer from information overload. However, the brain’s propensity to process information analytically can present a problem to photographers. Analytical tasks such as reading and mathematics rely extensively on symbols and the discretionary elimination of sensory clutter. Since this kind of thinking actually suppresses visual perception, it can present a barrier to acquiring proficiency in the visual arts. People who have become conditioned to rely on symbols in discerning their environment are prone to disregard details and misconstrue spatial relationships. For example, most people when asked to sketch a human face will place the eyes at the upper third of the skull, although they are usually located at the midlevel. If you want to test your ability to disregard the brain’s tendency to rely on symbols instead of reality, try sketching a face working from a real person or a photograph and see how well you do.

The inability to shift readily into a cognitive perception mode can present problems during photography. One problem is that perception is needed to ascertain visual opportunities for taking photographs. For example, photographers who want to photograph insects will not do very well if they are unable to find any insects to photograph. Ironically, insects are extremely abundant, although many people can go days without noticing any. For some people, the problem is that they do not know where to look for insects. But for many, the problem is not knowing how to look for insects. Unless the brain is cognitively attuned to insects, it will often fail to consciously register information that insects are within the field of vision.

Another problem many people have with perception is the failure to notice important detail. In this aspect, photography is more difficult than visual arts such as drawing and painting because the camera records the objects in front of the lens irrespective of whether or not the photographer sees them. For example, if an artist who is drawing a flower fails to notice the lint between the petals and on the stem, it will not show up in the drawing. Photographers do not have the luxury of unconscious omission. This is the reason why some photographers, when taking photographs, fail to notice objects in backgrounds and foregrounds that detract from their images.

Although Western education traditionally has emphasized analytical skills such as reading, writing, and arithmetic, it is fairly easy to develop one’s perceptual skills. The landmark work in this area is the popular art education book Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain by Professor Betty Edwards. Her book lays out the neuroscience of how the left hemisphere of the brain is responsible for analytic thought and processing symbols, whereas the right hemisphere is responsible for spatial cognition and intuitive functioning. By integrating the principles of neuroscience into art education, she found that almost anyone could be taught to make realistic drawings through a series of exercises that are designed to cause a shift from the left hemisphere mode of thinking to the right hemisphere. These exercises progress through the five component skills needed to draw realistically:

• The perception of edges

• The perception of spaces

• The perception of relationships

• The perception of lights and shadows

• The perception of the whole

By working through the exercises, students necessarily acquire the ability to perceive a scene in the actual manner it appears. In other words, they learn the skill of seeing.

Photographers also need to acquire these skills, although the reasons differ somewhat from those associated with drawing. In photography, the camera handles the delineation of edges without inviting mental effort on the part of the photographer. Nonetheless, skill at perceiving edges is important to photography because it is needed to recognize details that will augment or detract from the image and to discern how shapes will relate to each other after the camera makes the translation from three dimensions to two. The perception of edges is also one of the skills in which the abstracting and symbol-imposing abilities of the left hemisphere of the brain are most apt to interfere. When this happens with drawing, it typically results in a work that markedly departs from what the artist was trying to achieve. However, artists are free to erase the incorrectly drawn area or observe the subject more carefully and redraw. Unfortunately, the intrusion of the left brain into the process of photography is more difficult to detect and repair.

The ability to perceive spaces is of equal importance in drawing and photography. Many photographers are not even aware that there are two kinds of spaces to perceive. Positive space is the space taken up by a tangible object, and negative space is the space that surrounds it. Proficient artists are constantly making use of negative space because depicting the negative spaces often results in more accurate depictions of objects and their relationships to each other. Developing the ability to perceive negative spaces in photography is just as important, even though the camera automatically takes care of the accuracy issue. The reason is that the size, shape, and distribution of negative spaces frequently dominate compositions. When adequate attention is given to the negative spaces, the basic composition will usually take care of itself. Negative spaces can be used to accomplish many things such as evaluating the composition of moving objects, heightening the awareness of extraneous objects in the foreground and background, and discerning the existence of mergers where a background object appears in the image to be a part of a superimposed object.

The perception of relationships is as critical in photography as in drawing, possibly even more so. When drawing, artists invariably move their heads around a little bit, which results in minor variations to the viewpoint and perspective. When working from real subjects this can cause artists to vary their seeing and allows for some refinement as they proceed with the drawing. Similarly, artists can resort to erasure when they need to correct poorly depicted relationships. Because the camera mechanically records relationships as they exist at the time of exposure, adjustments afterward are impossible.
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Negative space is an important aspect of composition and seeing. The negative space around the bird in this image is visually complicated—it is defined not only by the bird but also by the foliage, the shoreline, and the trees that are reflected by the water. The image would be different if those elements defined the space differently.

The perception of light and shadow presents something of a dichotomy in photography. In one sense, the camera is extraordinarily effective at recording tonality. The variety of tonal values in simple photographs will usually exceed those found in complex drawings and paintings. On the other hand, cameras record a much narrower range of light and shadow than humans can perceive. For example, the human eye can discern much more detail in shadows and highlights than cameras can record. Although these limitations can sometimes be exploited or mitigated by techniques such as the zone system of exposure in film photography and high-dynamic-range imaging in digital photography, photographers still need to understand how the limited ability of cameras to handle range affects the ability to record what is seen.

Perception of the whole is of equal importance to drawing and photography although its influence on each media differs. When drawing, the general process begins by putting down the arrangement of edges in conjunction with their relationships to each other. The remainder of the process involves working on details while occasionally stepping back and looking at the drawing as a whole. By using this process, the artist creates a framework in which the drawing matures over time. With photography, the whole is captured when the shutter is tripped and can only be modified to a limited extent afterwards. Recognition of the whole frequently requires quick judgment and photography often provides little opportunity for progressive feedback.

One area where photography tends to put an additional burden on visual perception is the perception of dynamic scenes. With photography, the scene is recorded as it exists when the image is captured. Since things are constantly changing in most environments, the ability of photography to record a scene instantly is a major advantage over drawing and painting. For example, the pattern of footfalls by galloping horses was not accurately known until Eadweard Muybridge made sequences of photographs that showed the progression of movement. Prior to that time, as eighteenth-century paintings of English hunt scenes show, galloping horses were depicted with their forelegs and hind legs extended opposite each other.

Another aspect of the shifting of mental processing from the left hemisphere to the right hemisphere is that it feels different. Although photography does not necessarily invite this situation, the exercises in the book are intended to facilitate it. When the shift occurs, people experience enhanced attention to the lines and shapes associated with forms and the spaces between them. As the brain increasingly shifts into right-hemisphere functioning, the sense of understanding is dominated by a spatial awareness that is nonverbal. The person will know the things that he or she is seeing but often be unable to describe them with words. During the mental shift, the awareness of the passage of time will also diminish.
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Photography has a major advantage over other media in its ability to record dynamically changing scenes. However, successful use of this ability requires that the photographer be able to anticipate how the composition is developing and to time the shot accordingly.

For some people, this state does not come easy at first. Learning to shift to the right-hemisphere mode of perception is sometimes accompanied by feelings of agitation and even anxiety. Some photographers experience this feeling the first few times they use a view camera. Faced with an inverted backwards image on the ground glass, they become uncomfortable, squirm, look away, and sometimes hurry the process to get it over with. This is a classic left-hemisphere reaction to a situation that it is ill equipped to handle. Presented with an unfamiliar orientation, it has difficulty coming up with symbols and registers discomfort. The best thing to do should this happen is to persist. Don’t worry about time, allow yourself to breathe, and relax your muscles. Try to look at the objects in the viewfinder as abstractions and let go of conscious identification in verbal terms. Eventually, you will start seeing detail and complexity that previously went largely unnoticed. The viewfinder will become a two-dimensional surface that you look at rather than an aiming device that ensures the subject is encompassed by the image area. With experience, the shift from left- to right-hemisphere processing can be made painlessly and at will.

The Importance of Composition

Composition is important because it acts as the visual equivalent of what grammar is to verbal expression. Its overall effect is to make visual communication easier to comprehend. Composition is analogous to grammar in several ways:

• Both can be analyzed in terms of rules.

• Both are acquired naturally by children without formal study.

• Both can be exercised fluently without conscious thought.

However, there are significant differences between composition and grammar. While children retain their grammatical abilities as they mature, they usually lose their natural abilities to compose an image. In addition, while grammatical skills are almost always practiced unconsciously in adulthood, many adults who relearn compositional skills consciously rely on compositional guidelines when engaged in visual expression. However, the most significant difference between composition and grammar is that grammar is mostly a left-hemisphere function, whereas composition is mostly a right-hemisphere function. This is why photographs are often felt intuitively and are difficult to articulate verbally.

[image: image]

Composition at its most fundamental is about balance and distribution. Although there are multiple guidelines and rules that can be used to criticize a photograph to death, with sufficient experience most photographers can learn to make compositions intuitively.

Composition basically comes down to determining how objects should be distributed and balanced within the boundaries of the image. As a general rule, any image that succeeds in communicating its subject efficiently can be said to have good composition, even if it departs from a compositional guideline. This is not to say that the composition of any particular image cannot be improved. However, it is important to understand that an image’s composition should be judged by how well it works and not by whether the elements of an image conform to a preconceived standards and principles.

Composition can be studied and learned in different ways. Psychologists tend to look at how composition affects the ability to perceive the content and meaning of images. Graphic artists use compositional principles as devices to attract attention and express concepts. Fine artists also use compositional principles but typically place far less emphasis on them than do graphic artists. Photographers vary substantially in their approaches to composition. Some rigidly apply the principles adopted from graphic design as if departing will result in images that are inherently bad. At the other extreme, there are photographers who give no thought to composition and operate in the classic point and shoot mode. Most serious photographers fall somewhere in between.

Research into visual cognition by psychologists and neuroscientists has revealed a lot about how people process visual information. With regard to the perception of images, the most prominent contribution has been Gestalt theory. Developed during the first part of the twentieth century in Germany, Gestalt theory maintains that the mind perceives the whole image without having to first analyze the parts. In other words, the larger picture will be perceived before its components. According to Gestalt theory, perception will generally follow the following principles:
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