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Preface

When we wrote the first edition of this book in 1993, digital photography was largely unknown, and yet today, some twenty years later, color film has become essentially obsolete. How quickly things can turn upside down.

The advent of digital photography has brought dramatic changes to the equipment and techniques of picture taking, including profound technical advantages that can markedly enhance creativity. Perhaps the most significant of these has been the addition of the LCD screen to digital cameras, allowing you to see the picture you’ve just taken. This immediate feedback allows us to see what works—and what doesn’t—and to both correct mistakes and take greater risks. We can also now make enormous numbers of images without any real cost, freeing photographers to take chances, explore alternate views, and capture sequences without fear of running out of film—or breaking the bank.

In light of this industry shift, we invited a new voice to join us in this revised edition: Tim Grey, author, teacher, photographer, and expert in digital technology. Look for Tim’s “Digital Workshop” sidebars throughout for a range of useful digital tips, such as enhancing your creative options and getting better control of tricky lighting conditions.

If there is a downside to the digital revolution, it may be the increased reliance on computers for processing, editing, and cataloging images. A quick trip to the photo-finishing lab has been replaced by time spent in front of the computer with a dizzying array of software options, both simple and sophisticated. This part of taking pictures now requires a new set of skills. We will not discuss these in depth, since there are many other fine books that cover these subjects in detail (see Resources).

What has remained unchanged in the last twenty years, however, is the craft of seeing itself; even with great leaps in technology, the visual process—selecting and composing an image—has remained essentially the same. Our aim for this revised edition is to embrace the new technologies simply as additional tools with which to expand every photographer’s creative vision.


Introduction

If we had to summarize this book in one word, we would have to say it is about seeing. Seeing is something we all do unconsciously, like breathing. In one sense, we all see alike. We possess two eyes, retinas, rods, cones, and a visual cortex in the brain. We stand upright, within a foot or so of the same height, with our feet on the ground, looking out from this perspective at the rest of the world.

But in another sense, no two of us truly sees alike, even when we are standing side by side. We see not only through our eyes but with our minds. We interpret and select. Everything we look at is filtered through our experiences, emotional responses, our prejudices and preferences. So while we might look at the same scene, we see different pictures within that scene.

To visualize a photograph, that is, to isolate a piece of the landscape in your mind, you must focus your senses. Your mind must become the viewfinder, scanning and framing the scene, checking for elements that will make a strong composition.

Former Life photographer Andreas Feininger wrote, “No matter how violently photographers may disagree in regard to specific aspects of composition, they all agree on one point: A well-composed photograph is more effective and makes a stronger impression than a badly composed one … the purpose of composition is to heighten the effect of the picture.”

Using Art’s photographs, we have set up comparisons of similar photographs to show why one is a stronger composition than the other. Without being too technical, we will discuss them from two different points of view. Art, as the photographer, will explain the creative decisions he makes when taking a picture. As the former picture editor at Audubon magazine for thirteen years, as well as a judge, art critic, and teacher of photographic workshops, Martha will discuss the artistic merit of each picture and what it might communicate to a larger audience.

There is no “best way” to photograph a subject. We may have different opinions as to what works and why, and you may disagree with both of us. But we hope our discussions will help you evaluate your own and other people’s work, then inspire you to look through your viewfinder in new ways.

The Compelling Image

In the 1980s and ’90s, Audubon was the only publication to really showcase nature photography. Because of this, the magazine was swamped with submissions, and for thirteen years Martha looked at every one, never knowing when something new and wonderful would come along, one of the great delights of the job. Over the years, she must have scrutinized several million images, but less than one-quarter of 1 percent ever made it to publication. What do photo editors look for in a picture? Aside from the obvious technical considerations of sharpness, color saturation, and good composition, it is an additional quality of artistry—a unique point of view—that compels us to look at the image again.

The artist James McNeill Whistler once wrote: “We look at a painting to know the painter; it’s his company we are after, not his skill.” Photography is no different. When we look at a picture, we like to imagine ourselves in the photographer’s shoes. We want to feel what he or she felt, see what he or she saw, and come away a little richer for the experience. Twenty people can look at the same landscape and create twenty different images. Some of those images will inevitably be more compelling than others. But while there is no best way to photograph a particular subject, there are definite ways to express it more artistically.

Audubon liked to run a compelling photo-story package in each issue, if there was room in the editorial well. These portfolios, along with the covers, were the most difficult items to find. We met in fall 1979, when Art brought a portfolio of his work in the Pacific Northwest and a recently published book of his photographs of Indian baskets to Martha at Audubon. It was the beginning of a long and fruitful working relationship.

The two of us share a background in the fine arts. Before getting into photography professionally, Art was an art teacher and painter. Martha was trained in printmaking and wrote and lectured about wildlife art. Both of us teach nature photography in workshops, and we feel that composition is the most overlooked essential in picture making.
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ARCTIC TERN AND ICEBERGS, ICELAND

500mm F4 lens, f/22 for 1/50 sec., ISO 320
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FROST CRYSTAL, WASHINGTON

55mm macro lens, f/16 for 1/4 sec., Kodachrome 64

Making Order Out of Chaos

The elements that go into making a good image are basically the same for photography as for art, with one significant difference. An artist is faced with a blank piece of paper or canvas and has to construct a whole image by putting together the design elements—line, color, form, space, perspective—all of which the artist must create for him- or herself. As photographers, we are given all these same elements in our viewfinder and must subtract the material we find distracting and unessential to our vision.

Good photography is about decision-making; it is not a passive process. The eye must learn to detect what is essential and turn that into a meaningful arrangement. Initially, nature appears random and chaotic. Our mind needs to make order out of chaos, to create relationships between things in order to understand them. When we look at something, we subconsciously focus our attention on some aspects and ignore others; we filter everything through our experience and our emotions.

The camera makes no such distinctions or evaluations. It records everything it sees. It is, therefore, the photographer’s responsibility to edit the camera’s view and select those elements to be captured. Understanding what goes into making a strong composition can improve a photographer’s personal statement. Freeman Patterson stated it beautifully when he wrote: “The camera always points both ways. In expressing the subject, you also express yourself.”

In a good composition, one has the distinct impression that nothing could be added to or subtracted from the picture. This sense of completeness—of balance—is the key. Balance does not, however, imply symmetry. Asymmetrical compositions can be balanced. We will explore these concepts as we move from chapter to chapter, discussing where to place the subject, how to make it stand out, how it relates to the other elements within the frame, and what creative options you have to work with to make a stronger photographic statement. There are some guidelines that can be followed, but none of them are so absolute they should be adhered to constantly.

[image: ] In the first image (top image) shown on this page, the tree is silhouetted against a much lighter pink sky. In the second (bottom image), it is against a part of the cloud closer in value to that of the tree, but the composition is still not quite there. In the third, shown on this page, the cloud is now in complete balance with the value of the dead tree, and I have recomposed the tree to fill out all four corners of the composition. To my eye, it is a more harmonious image.

[image: ] We are talking about very subtle distinctions here. Many people will like the first image over the third because of the luminous quality of the pink background. And it is clearly a matter of personal taste.

What makes the third photograph so appealing to me is the ethereal quality of the light. The background colors gradate very subtly from pink to lavender to blue in an even tonality, giving a sense of serene harmony and balance. The linear design of the tree branches is weighted slightly off-center, thus creating a delicate imbalance.

The spatial depth in the picture is also ethereal. As in an Asian painting, the sense of three-dimensional space is ever so subtly there, as the lighter tone of the tree brings it forward from the background. The branches reach to the edges of the frame, also bringing the tree to the frontal plane of the picture space. To me, this third version is shibui, which in Japanese describes something of an understated, highly refined elegance.
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DEAD PINE TREE, YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK, WYOMING

All images: 200–400mm lens (in 200mm range), f/11 for 1/15 sec., Fujichrome 50
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In this portfolio of three images, you see first the picture of cotton grass in
Alaska (shown here). I wanted to make a complete composition that filled out
the four corners of the frame. In the second image, (shown on this page) the snow reflects lots of light, so I was able to shoot the Adélie penguins at 1/500 sec., which froze
the action of the leaping bird. In the third image, (shown here), your eye follows the tree shadow as it spreads out on the rock, again filling out the picture space within
the frame.

[image: ] What Art describes as filling out the four corners is working within the space dictated by the rectangle of the camera’s viewfinder.

In the cotton grass image, the strong diagonal line of the shadow gives the picture its dynamism. Otherwise, it is quiet and subtle, a balance on the one side of soft, white puffs of grass, and on the other by the pastel cloud reflections. The interplay of light, line, texture, and color are reminiscent of an impressionist canvas. This is another image I would qualify as shibui.

The penguin shot is one of my favorites. It has humor, composition, a sense of place, and drama. The strong, dark diagonal takes us immediately to the most important penguin. Suspended in mid-leap, he provokes us to think not only about what he is doing but, more empathetically, about the hazards he has to face on a daily basis. The fact that he looks like a comical little man makes us chuckle, but we find ourselves hoping that he will safely reach the other side.

The last image, of the tree shadow on the boulder, is brilliant in its idea—we have the tree without having the tree. I like this visual ambiguity, where illusion and reality cross over. The shadow is a bold presence, more bold than the real tree, and looks almost like a deep crevice in the rock. Everything about this picture is bold, from its concept to its design and intense complementary colors of orange and blue.
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REFLECTION, COTTON GRASS AT LAKE EDGE, DENALI NATIONAL PARK, ALASKA

80–200mm lens (in 80mm range), f/16 for 1/2 sec., Fujichrome Velvia 50
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LEAPING ADÉLIE PENGUINS, ANTARCTIC PENINSULA

300mm F2.8 lens, f/8 for 1/500 sec., Kodachrome 64
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SHADOW ON MONOLITH, DEVIL’S MARBLES, NORTHERN TERRITORY, AUSTRALIA

20mm lens, f/16 for 1/15 sec., Fujichrome 50
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CHEETAH, SERENGETI NATIONAL PARK, TANZANIA

500mm F4 lens, f/22 for 1/50 sec., ISO 400
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The first decision every photographer must make is simply what to photograph. The best place to start, of course, is finding what appeals to you. When Martha used to review portfolios, she could always tell which subjects the photographers really enjoyed shooting; it was invariably their best work.

If finding subject matter to photograph is easy, making it stand out is harder. Our first impulse, when something catches our eye, is to simply point the camera, center the subject, and shoot the picture. No surprise, then, that when we look at it later, we are all too often disappointed and wonder, “Why did I take that?”

The novelist and critic Henry James wrote, “In art, economy is always beauty.” As a rule, simplicity is the clearest way to make a statement. At Audubon magazine, writers and photographers were told to assume that editors had the attention spans of five-year-olds. The message was to be bold and up-front with the communication. If they couldn’t grab the editors’ interest quickly, how could they expect to interest readers? Both visual and verbal communication had to be direct.

In his book Principles of Composition in Photography, Andreas Feininger describes the process of composing a picture as “isolating” the subject. The camera is completely objective and will record everything in the viewfinder. Most images that fail are disappointing because there is simply too much going on.

When Art is out in the field, looking for subjects to shoot, his eyes are like scanning radar. But once he locates something of interest, the creative questions take over: Where do I stand? How long a focal length lens do I want? How large do I want the subject to be in the frame? Where is the light coming from? What is in the background? What is in the foreground?

In a landscape, there is often a glut of information. For that reason, artists who sketch in the field will often take a piece of cardboard with a rectangle cut from the middle. By holding it up to frame various sections in the scene, they can isolate what has potential to make a strong composition.

This can also be a valuable aid for photographers who have trouble visualizing the potential field of view of different focal length lenses. The closer you hold the hole in the board to your eye, the more it approximates the field of view of a wide-angle lens. The farther away you hold it, the more it resembles what a telephoto lens might see.

Isolating the subject is the first step in making a strong composition. This can be achieved in a number of ways—coming in close, backing up, looking down, looking up, changing the direction of the light on the subject, waiting for another time of day, blurring the action or stopping the action, using selective focus to blur unwanted elements, putting a light subject against a dark background—all of these are potential creative solutions that we will address throughout this book.

Isolating your emotional response to the subject may be more complicated and take time and practice, but it is an important step for an artist. If you can analyze why you feel drawn to make a picture, and work to express the feeling clearly, chances are someone looking at it will also respond with more than passing interest.



Using Lenses

[image: ] One of the most important decisions that confronts a photographer in the field is how to record photographically what he or she deems an interesting subject. Often it is a matter of which lens to use or what angle will best capture the subject. As I was walking through a field of boulders high in the Canadian Rockies, I noticed the beautiful coral-like patterns of lichen on a slab of granite. I set up my 55mm macro on a tripod, several feet away, and began taking pictures. As you look at this first image shown here (top image), you can see how the lichen at the corner of the composition is overwhelmed by all the other lichens, as well as by the out-of-focus rock in the background. These details confuse the eye and weaken the picture.

What I liked were the strong patterns of lichen in the center, so for the second shot (bottom image), I moved in a little closer, to about 12 inches away. Now the lichen takes on the shape of coral and becomes more prominent
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Eliminating Clutter
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