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Let’s start with you

Close the book. Take a long look in the mirror and ask yourself, ‘who am I and why do I want to take photographs of people?’

Answer that and you’re well on your way to becoming a great photographer. That’s because the best photographs of people don’t just tell us about the person in the picture. They also tell us about the person behind the camera – you.

Here we have 50 photographers, all masters of their craft, with very different approaches to photographing people. Get a feel for their pictures and you’ll unlock a world of ideas and techniques that will inspire you to discover your own unique way of photographing people. But let’s get one thing straight from the start.

Don’t take pictures of people.
Take pictures about people.

To do this you need to embrace your creativity. OK, so a little technical knowledge is important too and I’m going to assume you know some fundamentals, like the difference between shutter speed and aperture, leading lines and the rule of thirds.

If that last sentence made no sense at all, then I recommend you read Read This If You Want To Take Great Photographs. This covers the basic techniques and much more. But try not to get too distracted by the techie stuff, because picking up techniques is easy. Figuring out how and why you want to photograph people is much, much harder.

The good news? This book is going to help you do just that. The tricky part is that you’re going to need to think hard about yourself and how you relate to others. But before I put you off with all this touchy-feely talk, let’s distil everything down to the one golden rule of photographing people.


COMPOSITION
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19 September 1983, East Berlin
Keizo Kitajima

Trust your ‘visual instinct’

Composition isn’t about making photographs that look right. It’s about making photographs that feel right. There are ‘rules’ – you probably know most of them – but they’re not actually ‘rules’. They’re more like guidelines which you’re free to follow or completely ignore.

In fact, when your subject is as diverse as people, there’s only one rule you need to follow – trust your visual instinct. Who are you photographing? What’s their mood? What’s your mood? Where is the shoot taking place and what’s going on around you? These are the things to feed off and this first chapter will tell you how.

Listen to what your gut is telling you about your subject and the situation.

Sometimes your visual instinct will lead you to a composition that does follow clear-cut rules. Other times it will lead you to something where the rules simply do not apply. As we’re going to see, both outcomes can be equally powerful, as long as you let your gut feeling lead you there.


COMPOSITION
The commandments
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Navy bandsman Graham Jackson
Ed Clark
1945

Keeping it by the book

If there’s ever a portrait which uses the rules so sublimely, it’s this one by Ed Clark.

The man in the picture is Chief Petty Officer Graham Jackson. His tears are for the funeral train which rolls past carrying his dead president, Franklin D. Roosevelt. On his accordion he plays ‘Goin’ Home’, but you’re already hearing that solemn tune with your eyes, aren’t you?

Rule of thirds. Lead room. Framing. It’s all here.

Photographs like this don’t respond well to visual autopsies, so I’ll keep this brief. The subject is positioned a third in from the left-hand edge of the photograph and his eyes lie a third in from the top: rule of thirds. There’s plenty of room on the right, which allows his line of sight to move across the frame: lead room. He’s positioned in front of a white pillar which creates a clean space in an otherwise busy composition: framing.

By keeping things ‘by the book’ you, the photographer, fade into the background. But that’s no bad thing because sometimes it’s best to keep quiet and let your subject do all the talking.

It’s the simple, timeless nature of these compositional commandments that keeps CPO Jackson’s sad song playing decades later, long after he wiped away his tears.

For other examples:
Margaret Bourke-White p.32
Hippolyte Bayard p.69
Robert Doisneau p.82


COMPOSITION
Spatial relationships

Link the layers

Tapping his tobacco tin on the table, a cattle farmer sits powerless as his fields burn in an uncontrollable bush fire. The task of the photographer, Sam Abell, is to capture his subject’s preoccupation. How does he do it?

It’s all in the layers. Can you see how each element is perfectly positioned against the next? The man occupies his space at the table. His granddaughter occupies her space on the bed. The bullhorns occupy their space on the wall above them. Three key compositional elements, none of which overlap or interfere with the other.

Keep one eye on your subject and the other on the background.

On a basic level, we all know the classic ‘tree growing out of head’ photo faux pas. This occurs when you don’t see the relationship between the foreground and background layers. Your subject is almost always set against something. Make sure you adjust your position, or theirs, to ensure the layers are working together.

Layering your composition takes the viewer on a journey, like telling a story. Here we encounter the burdens of adulthood, then the innocence of childhood and then a stoic reminder of the whole family’s livelihood. This layering powerfully communicates that this man’s responsibilities do not end with his farm. They end with his family.

For other examples:
Donovan Wylie p.26
Henri Cartier-Bresson p.76
Duane Michals p.106
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Rancher John Fraser and his granddaughter Amanda
Sam Abell
1996


COMPOSITION
Camera angle
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Untitled #92
Cindy Sherman
1981



What’s your angle?

Cindy Sherman is best known for photographing herself acting out a variety of clichéd depictions of women in cinema, from femme fatale to seductress, to girl on the run, to victim of domestic abuse.

Sherman uses extreme camera angles to manipulate our perception of her alter egos. Here we look down on her, which, combined with the fact that she’s hunched over on the floor and wearing a schoolgirl’s uniform, makes her seem totally vulnerable to an unseen attacker. It’s a disturbing, but slightly humorous, nod to the absurdity of female identity on screen.

Camera angle instantly affects the viewer’s perception of your subject.

Turn back to page 8 and Keizo Kitajima shows us the opposite approach. When photographing people on the street Kitajima gets in close and ‘shoots from the hip’, looking up at his subjects. This point of view causes the people in his pictures to tower up within the frame. Anonymous strangers take on a monolithic, all-powerful presence. Suddenly we, the viewers, are the vulnerable ones.

But it’s not always about crazy angles. Often your visual instincts will tell you to go for something more neutral, to put the viewer on a par with your subject. As a rule of thumb, for headshots be in line with the tip of your subject’s nose. For three-quarter length portraits line up with their chest. And for full-length portraits line up with their waist.

For examples of neutral camera angles:
Gillian Wearing p.87
Jeff Wall p.88
Thomas Ruff p.114


COMPOSITION
Lens choice

Head shots

You’re looking at the face of the forgotten, a landless girl who has become a potent symbol of all those left behind by the rush of globalization. And she, with eyes that just don’t stop looking, gazes out at us, the faces of the fortunate few.

Sebastião Salgado’s photograph is about as classic as portrait compositions get. The tight framing draws us in, without distraction, to the girl’s eyes and all that they say. She fills the frame, but isn’t cramped. There’s space above her head, but not too much. The neutral viewpoint eliminates any judgement caused by a high or low angle. It all looks so simple, but if any of these compositional subtleties are slightly off, your portrait will turn to pudding.

Nothing impacts your composition more than your choice of lens.

To create a composition like this you need to use a lens with a standard or long(ish) focal length (see p.25), commonly referred to as a ‘portrait lens’. This causes your subject to stand out against a soft background and the tight frame cuts away any distracting environmental details, making it all about the eyes.

Salgado is a photographer who operates on instinct, and his emotional connection with those he photographs informs his compositional choices. You can turn the page, but this girl’s inquiring eyes will be looking at you forever.

For other examples:
Philip Haynes p.34
Bill Henson p.118
Robert Bergman p.121
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