

[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]





Copyright © 2012 by Brenda Tharp and Jed Manwaring

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Amphoto Books, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York
www.crownpublishing.com
www.amphotobooks.com

AMPHOTO BOOKS and the Amphoto Books logo are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Tharp, Brenda.
 Extraordinary everyday photography: awaken your vision to create stunning images wherever you are / by Brenda Tharp and Jed Manwaring. — 1st ed.
      p. cm.
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
1. Outdoor photography—Amateurs’ manuals. 2.
Photography—Technique—Amateurs’ manuals. I. Manwaring, Jed. II. Title.
 TR659.5.T46 2011
 778.71—dc23
                                                           2011040810

eISBN: 978-0-8174-3594-3

    Cover design: La Tricia Watford
Cover photographs: Brenda Tharp and Jed Manwaring
Interior design: Kara Plikaitis
Design by Kara Plikaitis

v3.1





To all those who have inspired us to see more deeply that which was right in front of us, and to each other for mutual support in the “dance” of life
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Introduction
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B: 70–200mm lens at 200mm, f/9 for 1/80 sec.

PHOTOGRAPHERS ARE A TRAVELING bunch. We go places to capture the light, the landscape, the wildlife, and the people. Many photographers travel quite a distance to make their pictures, seeking out exotic locations. But do we have to go far to find interesting things to photograph? Some of you would answer with a resounding “Yes!,” and for certain types of photography—wild animals, unique cultures, and so on—you would be right. However, wonderful images are hiding almost anywhere, if you just look. We are willing to bet that you can make great photographs near where you live, no matter where that is.

There are many books on the basics of photography and digital technique, but few that write about using the heart along with the mind to make great pictures. Almost anyone can master the basic skills with today’s digital cameras, but will those images have meaning? Photography isn’t just about the mechanics of setting aperture and shutter speed, and pressing the shutter release. It’s also about figuring out what you’re trying to express in your picture, and when to press the shutter button. To do this we must have a creative vision that comes from seeing with an open heart and mind. We opened a Chinese fortune cookie while working on this book, and the fortune inside couldn’t have been more perfect! It said, “We see with our heart and not with our eyes.” Was that a sign?

We got the idea for this book after talking with a dear friend. As an amateur photographer with a never-ending passion for developing her creative vision, she told us that many more pictures in her camera club competitions were from faraway places than the areas around home. She admitted that she, too, had traveled a great deal, and to fairly exotic locations, to photograph. Yet she had come to realize that she wasn’t experiencing her own culture, her own “exotic” location, as much. She decided to change that by exploring her local neighborhood, and she began to see things she hadn’t seen before: the way the wisteria draped over the park fence in springtime, the tree shadows that the afternoon sun created on the wall of the grocery store. She made playdates with herself and photography friends to go someplace each week, within reasonable proximity to home, to see what they could find. She was seeing photographs everywhere and having fun, and her photographs were different and fresh.

What had changed? She was the same person, with the same physical vision. Yet she had begun to look past a lamppost as being just a lamppost, and instead saw its shape, or its shadow on a wall. She didn’t care if her picture was of a bench; it was the way it looked in the sidelight or the color contrast of it against a painted wall. It was not the thing itself but what light and geometry had made it become that interested her. This is a true story, and it resonated with us as we talked. And that’s what got us started on this book. In addition, we each had our own personal reasons for wanting to write about creative vision.
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B: 70–200mm lens at 150mm, f/8 for 1/30 sec.


Please Note:

Throughout this book, our images will be identified with a “B” for Brenda, or a “J” for Jed.



BRENDA

My dad had a strong work ethic. He was always busy with some project. It’s something I inherited and perfected—perhaps to a fault! While I’m thinking of the next task I have to get done, or planning where I’m going to photograph, Jed is looking at the shadow his cereal bowl and coffee cup make on the table. He’s always had the ability to lose himself in the moment while seeing something wonderful right in front of him. I’ve learned how to do this more from him. Yet while my dad may have been a bit structured, he and my mom were the reasons I got started in photography. Our camping trips and explorations involved long car trips, and a game we’d play to keep busy was “a half-penny for the first one to spot a brown cow, or a gray barn.” It was a great way to get us really looking at everything we passed. That habit continues today. Instead of reading magazines or doing work on my laptop when I’m traveling, I’m looking out the window and enjoying the beauty. Photography allows me to share my feelings of “Look at that!” with others.

JED

When I was young, I used to help my grandmother put together her travel slideshows. I would often ask, “Why did you take that picture?” She would smile and tell me that it was needed to tell the story of where they had been. But occasionally she would just say, “Yes, isn’t it a wonderful image?” And I had to admit that it was. Although I didn’t understand why, I liked it. It touched something inside of me that I couldn’t express in words. Now, as I pursue my own photography, I have always tried to keep that connection to things I see, to react almost instinctively to an image and then, only after I have recorded it, to fine-tune the technicalities. When I picked my favorite of her images, my grandmother would often reply, “I like that one, too; you have a good eye.” True or not, this was an affirmation of the way I saw things and it encouraged me to continue developing my personal vision. As a kid, I traveled with my family around the West, seeing wondrous things, and my father and mother always encouraged me to explore and gave me cameras to record what I discovered. It was the basis for my choosing a career in photography and teaching others to discover beauty, too.

Not every picture we make will end up in our fine art collection, or even be published, no matter which camera we use. As photographer Chase Jarvis said, “The best camera is the one you have with you.” Sometimes it’s impractical to carry large cameras, so our compact digitals and phones are always with us, allowing us to capture life’s moments and gifts without having to make huge megapixel files. To us, what is more important is that we saw it, experienced it, captured it, and can share it with others as our ongoing celebration of what is great with this world. It’s all about making a picture because we like what we see, or because it’s a funny juxtaposition or moment. That said, even an iPhone picture can print nicely at 8 × 10 inches, and we’ve even signed on to a stock agency for submitting iPhone pictures! Roughly 90% of the images included in this book were made using Canon and Nikon digital SLR cameras (DSLRs); the remaining pictures were made with compact point-and-shoots and our iPhones. We included the camera model information on those pictures to prove that great images can be made with any camera, if you are seeing creatively.
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J: 70–200mm lens at 202mm, f/16 for 1/320 sec.

In our workshop and lectures we often hear people say, “There’s not much to photograph where I live.” And we wonder: How is that possible? We see things all the time, things we can’t always photograph, but we can still see them. It is essential to go out and let the world show you its visual gifts. The present really is just that: a present. We must learn how to appreciate it as a special, fleeting gift. Our goal in writing this book and sharing our ideas and photographs is to reawaken your interest in the things around you and your world, and to prove that there are artistic photographs to be made just about anywhere you are.

Some of the pictures in this book may seem beyond the everyday, but because we live in San Francisco’s Bay Area, our “everyday” is often a visual delight. We have also included a few pictures beyond our home area, but these reflect either what we’d find near our home or, better yet, what you might find near your home. We just happened to find some of them while on the road, teaching workshops in places we’ve been to so many times that we consider them a second home. The point is that these pictures still illustrate our ideas—a harbor in northern California is pretty similar to a harbor anywhere—and we hope our images will inspire you to seek out places near you as new destinations to explore your vision.

Some of you might challenge our ideas, thinking, “How can you really find beauty in a fence post?” Get over that hurdle of disbelief; you’ll find out for yourself by the time you finish this book and do the exercises in it. We’re serious about playing.

In addition to pushing you out the door to check out your own backyard, hometown, and neighboring areas, we’ve included chapters on subjects that are fundamental to any good photograph: light, point of view, and composition. We’ve added ideas for photographing your area at night and in low light, and for loosening up, too, using special techniques that can move your pictures to a new level. All of this is aimed at helping you capture the awesome world around you. So, open your mind and your eyes and read on!
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B: 70–200mm lens at 135mm, f/18 for 1/10 sec.


{chapter one}

Finding Fresh Vision


WE’VE HEARD IT ALL in our workshops: “I don’t see anything interesting around my neighborhood.” “I’m too busy to go out and make pictures when I’m home.” “I get more inspired when I travel to other places.” We understand that last one—both of us love to travel, and do so to experience new places and cultures. But making great photographs doesn’t require you to go great distances or head to exotic locales. Your own environment is filled with photographic potential, both inside your home in the area surrounding it.

Just take a look at some of the great classic photographers’ work and you’ll see what we mean: Edward Weston’s Pepper series, Ansel Adams’s images of his “backyard” of San Francisco and Big Sur. Henri Cartier-Bresson worked the streets of any city he was in. And Claude Monet painted many pictures of the same haystacks, as well as of his garden at Giverny, because he kept seeing more deeply and feeling more deeply about his subject. It’s a process many artists practice—painting, sculpting, or photographing the familiar. And it just makes sense. When artists study a scene and paint it over and over again, they get to know it intimately.
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J: I discovered this old rusty propeller and hull in a boatyard. The pattern of rust and paint looked like an abstract painting. My challenge was keeping distracting elements out of the frame. I tried using a telephoto lens to narrow my field of view but couldn’t get the depth of field I needed, so I switched to my 24mm. By getting close, crouching down, and looking up slightly at the underside of the hull, I was able to frame the subject so the image was filled with textures and colors from the rust and barnacles, but without any distracting background elements.

24mm lens, f/8 for 1/80 sec.



They know the way the light falls on the objects in the scene; they see the differences in morning or afternoon light and how it changes the texture of the scene. They notice the way the tree leans to the right side and how this affects the overall composition.

American naturalist and essayist John Burroughs said, “To learn something new, take the path you took yesterday.” We can all get lucky with great light in a dramatic landscape one time, but imagine the odds if you revisit a location over and over? If you visit the same place often, you will come to know it more, and you will make more meaningful, personal photographs of that place. The same is true when revisiting an object, such as a familiar tree or building. We can all see a flower as we walk past the garden. But then there is seeing the flower in such a way that we notice the shape of the petals, the subtle shading of the colors, the dewdrops glistening on the edges of the blossom. The second form of seeing is experiencing the flower, and the more you learn to do that with any subject matter, the better your photographs will become.

Even if there is great value in photographing the familiar, it’s a common feeling that it’s better “over there,” and so you go in search of something that will excite, inspire, entertain. The newness of a place does inspire, but if you see the potential only in other places, you are missing the value of what’s right here in front of you. If you don’t think there’s anything there, think again! Our “familiar” is fresh and new to someone who’s never seen it before. How often has it happened that friends from out of town ask you for a local tour, and while showing them around you discover places and things you hadn’t noticed before, or hadn’t really looked at in a while, because now you’re trying to see your town or city through new eyes? A woman from Asia on a western U.S. photography tour we were leading made very different pictures of the same scene we were all working with because she saw everything with fresh vision, it was all new to her. You’d probably do the same if you visited Asia—but the challenge as artists is to find something interesting in the everyday, familiar things around you.
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B: You never know where you’re going to find photographs. I visited a botanical garden to make pictures, and all around me were these wonderful displays of flowering shrubs and plants. But as I was walking down a path, I noticed this one purple blossom lying on a drainage grate, and it cried out to be photographed. This flower had fallen off the plant and was about to fall into the dark abyss of the drain. Poised for a short time on the edge, it provided such a great contrast to the hard, rough grate. It was the last chapter in the life cycle of this flower.

70–200mm lens at 189mm, f/11 for ¼ sec.
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J: One morning while exploring a small town, I came across a lovely old garage door set in a stone building. I really liked the weathered blue paint, but couldn’t find a composition that worked of the whole door and building. I got closer and started really looking at just the door. That’s when I saw the vine. The pattern of the vine is echoed in the pattern of peeling paint. The two combined expressed the essence of that old door for me.

105mm macro lens, f/11 at 1 second

CELEBRATE YOUR WORLD

Marcel Proust used to say, “The only real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” If you are to see with new eyes, as he suggests, you’ll need to look at everything around you with the curiosity and wonder of a child. You’ll need to fall in love with the









PRACTICE SEEING DAILY



Make Every Day an Artistic Day

When we separate our artistic activity from daily life, we cut ourselves off from our most valuable creative resource. However, if we live life as an art form in itself, we have available to us all that we experience and see. Creating a life that has positive experiences—adventure, love, humor, and a deep sense of wonder—will filter how we see the world around us, too. Ansel Adams felt that pictures were made not just with a camera, but by viewing the world through the filter of all the pictures you saw, books you read, music you heard, and people you loved. Create a life that has quality experiences in it, and your pictures will become more meaningful.






SEE BEYOND THE SUBJECT






















EXERCISES




EXERCISE #1: CHANGE YOUR LENS OR YOUR SUBJECT MATTER

Here’s a great stretching exercise. If you generally use a telephoto lens, put it away and start looking at the world through a wide-angle lens for a day or a week. If you normally photograph people, go out and look for nature subjects. If you usually photograph sports, try photographing landscapes. It’s all in the interest of getting you to see in a different way. If you have a friend who is into landscapes while you love macro photography, go out together and reverse roles.




EXERCISE #2: PREVISUALIZATION VS. REALITY

Before you go to a location, make a list of what you expect to find. Now go to that location and compare what you pre-visualized with what’s actually there. You may be surprised, as it’s almost never what you anticipated. Now push those expectations you had aside, and photograph what is there.




EXERCISE #3: STUDY YOUR SUBJECT

Do you have a dog, or some other pet? Take the time to really study it, and see how many different images you can make of it—not just the usual portraits, but details of its paws, its form, how it moves when it plays. Try to make an image that captures the essence of what your pet is to you. If you don’t have a pet, choose a subject to photograph and really study it, making many pictures.
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