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Where are you?

Look around for a minute. If you were to take a picture that captures your thoughts and feelings about where you are right now, what would it be? Tricky, isn’t it, but perhaps this will help.

Taking great photographs of places is all about what, when and how.

‘What’ kind of places stir your ideas or emotions – wilderness areas, industrial scenes, places with historical significance? ‘When’ would you want to photograph them – early morning, during the day, at twilight or in the dead of night? ‘How’ do you want to photograph them – deep or shallow focus, wide or telephoto lens, a classic composition or something more unorthodox? Marry these three elements together and your photographs will be elevated into something with meaning.

This is sometimes a subconscious process because you’re acting on instinct. Other times it’s more considered because you’re visualizing a specific, preconceived concept. When looking at the 50 pictures here, try to keep in mind the ‘what, when and how’ that led the masters to their end result. Doing that will start you down a road leading to the places that mean something to you.

Understanding the processes behind the pictures and having just a little technical know-how is important, too. So if you’re totally new to photography I recommend first reading Read This If You Want To Take Great Photographs. That will give you a solid grasp of the basic techniques, while this book shows you how to apply them creatively to photographing places.

As always, we won’t dwell too much on the techie stuff, because with photography a little of all that goes a long way. There’s something far more important to consider first and that’s exactly where we’re going to start.



COMPOSITION

Where do you stand?

Composition. It’s all about finding order in what might initially seem like chaos. It’s about filtering information with your eyes. It’s about simplifying what you see and distilling everything down into a single, coherent frame.

Classic compositional techniques like leading lines, foreground interest, symmetry and the rule of thirds (which I’m sure you know) are all-important when photographing places, but often these ‘solutions’ aren’t immediately obvious when eyeing up a scene.

Really, it all comes down to two things: your left foot and your right foot.

Kyler Zeleny knows exactly where to stand. By taking the time to find precisely the right spot, he finds absolute order within his frame. Every part of this composition is working together, elevating a nondescript driveway into a beautifully balanced arrangement of lines and colour.

You might need to move miles, or simply step to the left or right, because when photographing places, your physical position has a huge impact on meaning. That’s why all the photographers in this book are obsessively picky about where they stand. To join their ranks, you need to be the same.
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Population 477

from the series ‘Out West’

Kyler Zeleny

2012




 

COMPOSITION

Find the lines

Solid foundations


For other examples:

Kyler Zeleny p.8

Mitch Dobrowner p.19

Reiner Riedler p.96

If the City of Angels did ever have any angels, then they are pictured here in Julius Shulman’s iconic photograph of Stahl House.

This is a photograph that captures a sense of place exquisitely. Illuminated against the night, the modernist architecture elevates these women from the valley of broken dreams below. As they sit there, engaging in idle conversation, everything seems right with the world. Everything is at peace.

Let your eyes lead you to the right spot.

Shulman’s position draws out the lines in the scene, which lead us into the image to create a kind of visual narrative. In the foreground the lines of a sun lounger lead us up to the house. Even the placement of the cushion acts like a discreet pointed finger. Then the architecture guides us inwards to the women, before the canopy escorts us outwards again, along the boulevards of Los Angeles, all the way to the horizon.

From the foreground to the background, always look for the leading lines. They can be subtle or overt, but without an underlying structure to your composition, the viewer will be lost.
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Case Study House #22,

Pierre Koenig, Architect

Julius Shulman

1960




 

COMPOSITION

The frame

Cream of the crop


For other examples:

Tim Hetherington p.15

Yoshinori Mizutani p.28

There’s nothing remarkable about Bert Danckaert’s subject, yet the exactitude of his framing transforms this humdrum scene into a humdinger.

Imagine if those lines were not exactly vertical and horizontal in relation to the edge of the frame. Imagine if that tiny section of green was not in the bottom left corner. Imagine if we could see more of the surrounding environment. It would all fall apart, wouldn’t it?


You are a surgeon and your camera a scalpel.

A sloppy frame will render even the most striking subjects banal, while a precise frame can elevate nothing into everything. Danckaert’s attention to every inch of his frame, and awareness of what should and shouldn’t be included, lead to an image that holds its own alongside any abstract masterpiece.

The photographic frame requires you to have absolute confidence. This is your opportunity to show us what you find most important. Convince us with your cut.
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Simple Present #549,

Hong Kong

Bert Danckaert

2011




 

COMPOSITION

Frame-within-a-frame

Pictures in pictures


For other examples:

Julius Shulman p.11

Rinko Kawauchi p.44

Here the late Tim Hetherington has photographed an abandoned hospital in war-torn Liberia. The room, once intended for saving lives, now stands as a bombed-out shell. Through the window we see a landscape so dense with lush green vegetation it appears like the promised land.

The contrast between the two environments is intensely palpable. Rather than accept its place in the background, this restless frame-within-a-frame forces itself forward and seemingly hovers in space. This effect is also helped by the deep depth of field (see p. 50).


Use framing to communicate the story of a place.

Framing is mostly used as a technique to isolate a subject within a wider composition. But if you look at Hetherington’s photograph, you’ll see that there is no singular subject. The beauty comes from the composition as a whole and the oscillation between the foreground and background. Two opposing states, one symbolizing death and the other life.

Isn’t it amazing how so much can be said with such a simple compositional device?
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Tubmanburg, Liberia

Tim Hetherington

2003




 

COMPOSITION

Shooting at 45 degrees

Side effects


For other examples:

Kyler Zeleny p.8

Julius Shulman p.11

Mike Slack p.92

John Davies p.100

For his series ‘American Power’, Mitch Epstein turned his eye to symbols of production, consumption and surveillance within the United States, the world’s second largest polluter.

This oil refinery emblazoned with the Stars and Stripes stands proud, unashamed of its environmental impact. By photographing the structure at an angle, Epstein highlights its cuboid form and creates order from a labyrinthine system of pipes, funnels and metal framework. This three-dimensionality lends his subject an air of power and permanence.

Shooting a subject at 45 degrees draws out its three-dimensional qualities.

The more sides you show of a subject, the greater its sense of form. That’s because perspective comes into play as our eyes travel from near to far along the diminishing lines of each surface. Look back to page 12 and you’ll see how the opposite is true when shooting something front on.

Man-made structures, like buildings, tend to be quite blocky, so position yourself opposite one corner and your view of two sides will be equal. Natural formations, like rocks, are more irregular, but they still have a best side. It’s just a case of finding the position that best draws out their three-dimensionality.
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BP Carson Refinery, California

Mitch Epstein

2007




 

COMPOSITION

Horizon lines

Heaven and earth


For other examples:

Massimo Vitali p.20

Richard Misrach p.52

Fay Godwin p.103

Storm chaser Mitch Dobrowner photographs the extreme weather that rolls across the pastures of the Midwest. Here, with almost all his composition given over to the sublime sky, it’s hard to imagine that this force of nature will, at some point, dissipate. For now, those apocalyptic clouds are unstoppable and the landscape below appears totally vulnerable.

Deciding where to place your horizon is both a compositional and conceptual choice.

There really are no rules when it comes to positioning your horizon. That doesn’t make it unimportant, though, because the position of the horizon changes everything. It’s all about emphasis.

Big skies tend to make us respond emotionally because the composition is dominated by something out of our control. This can fill us with anything from a sense of foreboding to freedom. Images dominated by large expanses of land, on the other hand, which are often dotted with man-made features, are more likely to trigger social and political references.

By positioning the horizon so low, Dobrowner’s skies become overbearing, reminding us of our own insignificance.
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Chromosphere, Green Grass, South Dakota

Mitch Dobrowner

2007




 

COMPOSITION

Elevated point of view

High and mighty


For other examples:

Yoshinori Mizutani p.28

Italian-born Massimo Vitali is well accustomed to the realities of Mediterranean beaches. People flock to the chalky white sands and clear blue waters only to find that their beach paradise is more densely populated than the city they are trying to escape.

Vitali often photographs these overcrowded playgrounds from the top of a scaffold tower that he builds in the water. This elevated point of view creates order and allows him, and us, to make sense of the scene in its entirety. Here it means that the juxtaposition of the power station and the beach is impossible for us to ignore. Yet, from ground level, the bathers’ understanding of the environment is limited to the bronzed bodies immediately surrounding them.

An elevated point of view physically and emotionally separates you from the world.

When you’re up high and looking down on the world you offer the viewer a more privileged perspective. It’s similar to the cinematic convention of the establishing shot, which movie makers use to introduce a location in a factual manner before cutting to the action.

In compositions like these, foreground – or the lack of it – plays a key role. Here there is no immediate foreground, which would offer us a physical explanation as to Vitali’s position. As a result, his viewpoint feels all the more removed. In the context of this image he is floating in the air, completely detached from the world below.
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Rosignano Culona

Massimo Vitali

1995




 

COMPOSITION

Street level

In the mix

For other examples:

Lee Friedlander p.27

In contrast to the previous example, here Joel Meyerowitz shoots at ground level. His photograph depicts New York as a
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