
[image: cover]


[image: title]


Contents

Title Page

INTRODUCTION

Let’s start over

COMPOSITION

Leading lines

Landscape or portrait

Framing

Foreground interest

Getting close

Symmetry

The rule of thirds

Working the frame

Visual weight

Breaking the rules

EXPOSURE

Modes

‘Program’ mode

Shutter speed and ‘Shutter Priority’

Slow shutter speeds

Slow shutter speeds at night

Fast shutter speeds

Aperture and ‘Aperture Priority’

Shallow depth of field

Deep depth of field

ISO

‘Manual’

Exposure compensation

LIGHT

Hard light

Soft light

Hard light (continued)

Soft light (continued)

Hard light (continued)

Soft light (continued)

Natural and artificial light

White balance

Inbuilt flash

Fill flash

LENSES

Lenses made easy

Wide angle / short focal length

Telephoto / long focal length

Standard focal length

Prime lenses

Macro photography

SEEING

Decisive moments

Unexpected beauty

The world unobstructed

A different point of view

The good from the bad

How to capture the shot

One subject, one shoot

The importance of intrigue

The power of a project

That extra something

FEELING

The mood

The present

Your uniqueness

Your flaws

The magic

FAQ

Troubleshooting

How to get the most from your camera phone

APPENDICES

Credits

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright


Introduction

Let’s start over

You probably already know a thing or two about photography. And whether it’s film, a phone or something more fancy, you definitely have a camera. But maybe things still aren’t coming together quite as you’d like. Maybe your pictures are good, but you want them to be great.

This book focuses on the timeless creative fundamentals of great photography. Even if a phone is all the camera you need in your life right now, these fundamentals still apply. When it comes to ‘actual’ cameras, a lot of new stuff has been added over the years. Some features and functions are quite handy. A lot of them aren’t. I’m going to teach you about the handy ones – the ones that actually work and give you all the creative freedom you need to take great photographs.

This isn’t a textbook, and I’m not going to use graphs and photo-forum jargon. You don’t need to know all that. In fact, when you’re starting out it only gets in the way and stops you being creative. Instead, we’re going to look at images made by inspirational photographers past and present. By getting a feel for their ideas and techniques, you’ll learn how to put them into practice yourself.



You’ll see that taking great photographs is less about technical knowhow and much more about mastering that most valuable piece of kit – your eyes.

First things first. Before we get started, let’s make sure we’re on the same page about the difference between good and great. Whoever you are, whatever you want to take pictures of and no matter your camera, good photographs show something, great photographs say something.

That’s where this book is going to take you – on a journey from good to great. Why? Because people shouldn’t just see your photographs. They should hear them. They should hear you.



[image: image]

Blue Courtyard from ‘Floridas’ 
Anastasia Samoylova
2019


COMPOSITION

‘You don’t take a 
photograph, you make it’
(Ansel Adams)

There are more than 50 different photographers featured in this book. They’re a mixed bunch, each with their own styles, interests and ways of doing things. Put them in a room together and it might get heated.

But, eclectic as they are, there’s something they all have in common. It’s their shared appreciation for one of the most important aspects of photography – composition.

Composition is the foundation of your image. And foundations need to be strong.

See here how Anastasia Samoylova has so exquisitely framed this flooded parking garage. Everything is exactly where it should be: the reflections; the strong vertical lines; even the relationship between the yellow and blue. Through composition, Samoylova has created balance and beauty from a scene that many would consider ‘unphotogenic’.

Composition is all about how you choose to order the visual elements in your picture. It’s slippery and subjective, and often something you have to feel rather than calculate. But don’t let this talk of feeling make you nervous, as I’m about to show you some fundamental techniques to help get you started.

These techniques are the ones that great photographers use time and time again. They’re also the ones that will instantly make your pictures come alive.



COMPOSITION

Leading lines

[image: image]

For other examples:

Luca Campigotto here

Joel Sternfeld here

Jeanloup Sieff here

You need a hook

Great compositions take you on a journey. Your eyes are guided around the image on a specific path, leading to where the photographer wants to take you.

Here, Henri Cartier-Bresson takes a simple scene and creates something beautiful. Instantly, the strong, downward point of view makes us feel like we’re falling into the composition. Soon our eyes latch onto the foreground railings and descend the steps. As the railings bend to the left, the kerb becomes more dominant. Only then do we arc around to the main event, a figure racing past on a bike.

This tightly controlled visual journey is called a ‘leading line’, and photographers love them.

Use leading lines to give your composition structure and draw the viewer to the subject. One main leading line is all you need, and they’re at their most powerful when they sweep in from the edge of the frame.

If you keep your eyes peeled you’ll find leading lines everywhere, from the converging rails of a train track, to the lolling branch of a tree or the jagged cracks in a rock face – and don’t be shy about making these lines very obvious in your image.

In this case, Cartier-Bresson makes our eyes slingshot around the image to heighten its very essence – movement.
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The Var department, 
Hyères, France 
Henri Cartier-Bresson 
1932



COMPOSITION

Landscape or portrait

For other examples:

Anastasia Samoylova here

Zora J. Murff here

Dorothea Lange here

Get in shape

It’s not just the lines in your image that dictate how our eyes move across it. The shape (or format) is just as important.

Horizontal pictures (landscape format) encourage our eyes to move from side to side. Vertical pictures (portrait format) make them move up and down.

Choosing the format has nothing to do with whether you’re shooting landscapes or portraits. Instead, try to match the format of your picture to the dominant lines – or natural flow – of your subject. This means the shape of your picture and the subject matter will work together to guide the eye in one clear direction.

In this photograph, Marc Asnin uses landscape format to make our eyes ‘surf’ from left to right along the undulating line of heads. It’s a busy, highly charged scene, but the landscape format offers structure by drawing out this leading line, which, in turn, communicates the acute sense of drama.

Look at the Anastasia Samoylova image here and see how the portrait aspect accentuates the reflections. The elegance of the long, repeated lines works in tandem with the vertical shape of the image, making our eyes move up and down.
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The Rebbe 
Marc Asnin 
1992



COMPOSITION

Framing

For other examples:

Ernst Haas here

Denis Darzacq here

Rakeem Cunningham here

Think inside the box

This is a joyous picture paying homage to Ethyl Eichelberger, a legendary New York drag performer who tragically took his life after being diagnosed with AIDS in the late 1980s.

The photographer, Michael Bailey-Gates, finds order in this energetic scene through the use of framing. As one model gazes down from above, our eyes are drawn to what’s happening under the table. Framed by the furniture, the three figures become isolated from the rest of the composition, as if creating a supercharged little image within the whole.

Framing draws attention to a particular part of your composition. It’s especially handy if you’re shooting a busy scene.

Look for doorways, windows and openings – anything that might help to focus attention on a particular part of your composition. But framing is a powerful tool, so don’t just frame any old thing. Find subjects, or a moment, that are worth putting a frame around. Think of it as creating a photograph within your photograph.
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Ethyl Eichelberger Angels 
Michael Bailey-Gates 
2019



COMPOSITION

Foreground interest
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For other examples:

Henri Cartier-Bresson here

Carolyn Drake here

Joel Sternfeld here

The layered look

Landscape photographers are especially picky. They don’t simply plonk their tripods anywhere. They hunt around for just the right spot. And it’s not a case of around about here will do, it’s a case of exactly here.

In this image by Edward Burtynsky, the subject is a rusting tanker. But the composition has a few more layers to it than that. Look at the polluted mud in the very foreground, which leads us into the reflection and then up to the subject. This foreground mud isn’t there by chance. Burtynsky positioned himself to make this an essential part of the composition. It’s what’s called ‘foreground interest’ and here the technique draws attention to the environmental impact of shipbreaking.

Foreground interest offers the viewer a stepping stone into your image.

Without the foreground interest, our eyes would feel too separated from the middle distance and background, and the image would lose its sense of progression and depth. Cover the foreground area with your hand and you’re suddenly stranded, forced to make a visual leap of faith across a murky expanse of oily water.

When shooting landscapes, it’s easy to fixate on the big vistas, but always keep an eye on what’s going on immediately around you. Often what’s right at your feet holds the key to a more meaningful composition.
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Shipbreaking #31, 
Chittagong, Bangladesh 
Edward Burtynsky 
2001
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Benidorm, Spain 
Martin Parr 
1997



COMPOSITION

Getting close

For other examples:

Zoë Ghertner here

Shikhei Goh here

Get close. 
And then get closer.

Risking thumps, shouts and dirty looks, Martin Parr is a photographer who often gets uncomfortably close to his subjects. By doing so, Parr draws our attention to the small but telling details that would be lost in a wider composition.

Here, by getting in close and filling the frame with the subject, the photographer forces us to notice the subtleties that make the woman in the picture so fascinating: the scarlet lipstick on those slightly pursed, dissatisfied lips; the gold jewellery; those oval goggles with the lizard-like eyeholes. All these details give the picture and the person such a striking personality.

Nothing kills an image like keeping your distance.

By getting in close – really close – and filling the frame with your subject, you’ll communicate that single, all-important observation that captured your interest in the first place.

So why not just stand further back and give the image a cheeky crop afterwards? Think of cropping as a fine tuner rather than a way of fundamentally altering your image. It’s important that Parr puts himself in the line of fire to get the shot. If he didn’t, his pictures would lose their humour and start to feel too underhand.



COMPOSITION

Symmetry

For other examples:

Campbell Addy here

Shikhei Goh here

Dorothea Lange here

It’s a primal instinct

Few could argue with the simple beauty of symmetry. It’s something that has universal appeal, satisfying our primal need for order.

Tyler Mitchell instantly draws us into his composition through symmetry. The frame is divided in two by the hanging fabric, and the subjects’ body language is mirrored, their tilting heads guiding us out of the frame in opposing directions. There is harmony here, but also tension.

With symmetry, there’s a fine line between balance and boring.

Symmetry isn’t simply about composing your image like an ink blot. That kind of visual perfection can result in something that feels a little soulless, or a little too consciously constructed. Allow the human elements to creep in. The little things that draw our attention without upsetting the balance.

In Mitchell’s composition, it’s the discrepancies, or ‘asymmetry’, that keeps us looking. Imagine if the two subjects were sitting in exactly the same way, or the backdrop cut directly through the centre of the image – everything might start to feel a little too perfect. A little too phoney.
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I’m Doing Pretty Hood in My 
Pink Polo from Dazed 
Tyler Mitchell 
2016



COMPOSITION

The rule of thirds

For other examples:

Henri Cartier-Bresson here

Lewis Baltz here

Muzi Quawson here

Be offish

The artist, Mickalene Thomas, sits with her legs slightly apart and gazes at the camera – at us – with a defiant expression that suggests, ‘This is me. Deal with it.’ Surrounded with objects inspired by her childhood, the frame is filled with an onslaught of 1970s patterns and textures, yet Thomas still dominates the composition, even though she is off-centre.

Thomas has composed her image using the ‘rule of thirds’. This means splitting your frame into three sections – either horizontally or vertically – and positioning the focal point (the subject) in line with this imaginary grid.

The rule of thirds allows surrounding details to play an all-important role without upsetting the balance.

There’s nothing wrong with placing your subject in the centre, but occasionally this can overpower everything else. Imagine if that were the case here. Essential details such as the mirror, lamp, chair and album covers might become overlooked. All attention would be on the subject.

By being off-centre, or ‘on a third’, Thomas acts as an anchor for our eye while still allowing us
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