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Introduction to Photographic Psychology

Photography is psychology

Understanding the visual image is
understanding the realm where the
psyche of the photographer and viewer
intersect. Psychological principles about
perception, emotion, creativity, identity,
and interpersonal communication
explain how we create, share, and react
to visual images. Psychology can also
help clarify the personality and social
factors that shape the vocation and
avocation of photography.

How we create, share, and react to
images in the digital world

Photographic Psychology is a journey
into this realm where photography
merges with psychology. There are many
books out there about how to create
photos. This book covers that territory
too but with a distinctly psychological
emphasis, including the ways in which
our mind and social environment shape
how we think, feel, and behave as
photographers. What you'll find here that
other books lack are ideas about how
people share and react to images, with a special emphasis on what has, in recent years, marked a
revolution in the history of the visual image and touched almost everyone’s life: digital
photography and online photosharing.

 

Portraying concepts about psychology

By integrating psychology and photography, this book also explores how we can use
photographic images to articulate important ideas about the human psyche. I use images to
express well-known concepts in contemporary psychology, including thoughts about personality,
development, mental health, and psychopathology. What are the best techniques for taking and
processing a conceptual image? Can creating such images help us better understand these issues
in psychology? These are the essential questions of Photographic Psychology.

 



Defining "photography"

Here's where I'll pose a seemingly benign question. What is "photography?" It's actually a rather
tricky technical and philosophical issue, especially in this media-rich age of ours when many
types of images proliferate. At the most basic level, photographs may be black and white, color,
film, digital. Based on those distinctions, some people rigorously defend their particular work as
“real” photography.

Instead, I will propose a flexible and fascinating definition of photography as any picture created
mostly from the images taken by any type of camera, whether it's a box camera, range finder,
SLR, DSLR, digicam, pinhole, cell phone, or any other type, including the quintessential dark
room itself, the camera obscura that was the origin of all cameras. In defining photography, I
also place no restrictions on what type or how much post-processing is used to transform the
orignal picture. Some photographers who think of themselves as purists will reject this very
inclusive definition. I think they are almost always drawing an arbitrary line in the sand. Some of
the essays in Photographic Psychology are devoted to this issue.

How to read this book

Now for a more practical question. How should you go about reading this book? Well, it's like a
traditional book in the sense that you can read it from beginning to end, starting with this
introduction and then proceeding through parts 1 to 5. Each section does tend to build on the
previous section.

But I also designed this book in the spirit of hypertext, which is one of the reasons why I'm
publishing it in this digital form. You can create your own unique path through it by following
the links that interest you. At the bottom of each article I list three other articles that discuss
related ideas. If you liked the article you read, you'll probably also like the others. If you read
various articles and follow the links at the bottom of each one that look interesting to you, see
where and how far that path carries you through the book.

Some of the articles are short, others are long. The short ones tend to be an easier read. The long
ones can be more challenging, usually because I've tried to cover the topic in depth, including
some rather complex issues in photography and psychology. If you find an article starts to get
too technical, skim through it to find the parts that are more interesting to you. Throughout my
career as a author I've tried to integrate technical and casual writing, so that experts as well as
novices might enjoy my work. This is certainly true of Photographic Psychology: Image and
Psyche. People who just started doing photography, as well as seasoned professionals, have told
me that they found this book valuable. I hope you do too.

Unless otherwise indicated, all the photographs in this book were taken by me. Please don't use
them without asking permission. Besides being a violation of copyright, it's just not right.
Because I use Photoshop exclusively when processing images, I'll refer to that program often.
However, much of what I discuss pertains to other image editing programs as well.



Part 1: Sensation and Perception 
 

How does the mind react to a photograph?

To answer that question, it helps to understand the psychology of sensation and perception.
"Sensation" refers to the immediate, relatively unprocessed experience associated with the
stimulation of a sense organ like the eyes, ears and skin, or with a specific body condition, like
feeling tired. "Perception" refers to the basic mental operations that determine how the mind
organizes, interprets, and makes sense out of that sensory stimulation. 

It's impossible to draw an absolute distinction between the two, because sensation and
perception are an integrated process. Some aspects of this process are biologically pre-wired into
the human brain while others are learned through experience. We might compare the mind to
computers. Both its hardware and software programming determine how it reacts to the
stimulation of the external world.

How exactly is our mind hard-wired and programmed to see what’s happening in a visual
image?  This section will help the photographer appreciate the basic psychological principles of
sensation and perception that determine how we experience photographs.
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Lines

The line is the most basic visual element, fundamental to human experience.

The first thing you drew as a child was a line. The first thing any human drew was a line. It is the
basis of all alphabets. Just think of all the expressions that indicate how important the line is to
our everyday experience: “Get in line”…. “Toe the line”…. “Walk the line”… “Don’t cross the line.”

These expressions reveal the two basic functions of the line: to create a sense of direction and to
create a border between two spaces on either side of it.

The eye in humans, and many animals as well, wants to follow a visible line. It is biologically
programmed, probably for evolutionary survival reasons. Many creatures move along the edges
of an environment, so take notice of it. That line over there indicates a boundary to another
space, perhaps very different from this space, so beware.

Geometry tells us the line has no width but only length. That kind of line in photography might
manifest itself as an edge that has no particular character of its own other than its length and
orientation. It serves primarily to mark the division between two areas. Two or more lines
interacting form a shape. The outline of the shape tends to be more important to the eye than
the individual lines themselves. When a line in photography attains substantial width, it starts to
take on a character of its own: tone, color, texture. Even without a noticeable width, lines have
different shapes and directions that gives them unique perceptual and psychological feelings.
Lines fall into the following types:

horizontal
vertical
slightly horizontal
slightly vertical
diagonal

curved/circular
zig-zagging
s-shape
broken
psychological



Horizontal and Vertical lines

We associate horizontal lines with things supine, the directions of left and right, and divisions
between above and below. Vertical lines suggest things upstanding, the directions of up and
down, and divisions between left and right. Nature knows no straight lines, so their presence in a
photo often indicates things human made, sometimes in contrast to the curves of nature. Parallel
lines create the impression of layers, one of top of another. One of the most important horizontal
lines is the horizon, of which John Ford, the famous director of westerns, supposedly said,
"When the horizon's at the bottom, it's interesting. When the horizon's at the top, it's interesting.
When the horizon's in the middle, it's boring as shit." Although that might be a bit overstated,
it's an important idea to consider. Also consider the effect of lines not quite horizontal or
vertical. They tend to feel unbalanced and unsettling, especially a slightly tilted horizon.
Remember too that almost every photo has two horizontal and vertical lines: its sides. Think
about how the width and height of the sides, as in portrait vs landscape orientations, compliment
or oppose the lines in the photo.



 

Diagonal Lines

The diagonal line is one of my favorites. Unlike the steady vertical or placid horizontal, it’s the
line of dynamic energy and motion. It's the relationship of the diagonal line to the frame edges of
the image that gives it energy. Something is going up, or coming down. It’s a rocket shot into the
air and the fall of a roller coaster.

In cinematography, turning the camera on its axis to tilt the entire scene results in what has
been called the Dutch Angle, named inaccurately after the German (Deutsch) expressionist
filmmakers who experimented with this technique in the 1930s. Everything in the scene is
pitched to a diagonal. It creates a feeling of instability, tension, disorientation, and even
madness. The gentlemen seated on the benches in the photo on the following page look relaxed,
but the dutch angle overrides that composure.

A diagonal line tends to create triangular shapes as it interacts with the frame, thereby creating
the sensation of  “three’s.” The number 3 is psychologically powerful, sometimes even mystical.
Think of parents and child, the love triangle, the Pyramids, the Holy Trinity. Think of the Three
Stooges and the Three Little Pigs.

Diagonals are most interesting when they interact with horizontal lines and an opposing
diagonal, which creates complex sets of triangles that may converge on an element in the image,
lead the eye in different directions, or create an intricate mosaic and constellation of facets, like
crystals. The electricity towers in the photo on the following page convery that feeling of
complexity in the transmission of power. Long diagonals may create big triangles that act as
arrows that lead the eye to the corners of the image, which may or may not be a good thing.

Although some people think that strong diagonal lines can be too obvious and a bit contrived,
they do catch the eye and drive home a point. More subtle diagonals created by delicate lines,
background patterns, or psychological connections among elements (like a person’s line of sight),
can lend a subliminal feeling of energy to the image.

In the ocean photograph on the next page, the pipe forms one very big and obvious diagonal line
that threatens to divide the image in two. But it’s balanced by the horizontal lines of the
incoming waves which create smaller triangles that point down along the length of the pipe,
thereby enhancing its sense of direction. The horizontal and vertical boards around the pipe
create even more smaller triangular shapes that recede down the pipe, creating a visual rhythm
that carries us along. The stark geometry of the pipe and boards is softened by the more smooth
and irregular lines of the waves.

As a leading line, the pipe is quite dramatic. But to what does it lead?... Nothing, really. It points
out to the horizon and the vast space that is the ocean. For me, the composition of this photo
drives home an idea about the relationship of humans to nature. We build big, strong, sturdy
things, with a sense of purposeful direction, as if we can invade and conquer the world and
nature along with it. But in the end, where does that attitude lead us?... Nowhere, really. We
can’t conquer nature any more than this pipe can conquer that ocean and horizon.

After posting this image and essay to Flickr, one visitor indicated that this might be a sewage
pipe. I’m not sure if that’s true, but if so, all the better, in terms of the symbolism. We humans
are notorious for boldly and energetically dumping on nature.





 

Curved Lines

While straight lines are disciplined, determined, and definitive in their direction, curved lines are
more relaxed, soft, and wandering. Its arc suggests motion, flow, changing direction. The more
pronounced the arc the faster the change. When a line possesses enough curve it suggests a
return to its origin, the unity and completion of the circle. Nature has mastered the infinite
variety of curves, but humans have done a good job of replicating them.

 

 



S-Lines

Of all the lines in an image, the s-shaped line is probably the most intriguing. Unlike other lines,
it changes direction: left then right, back and forth, here then there. For that reason it possesses
a sense of dimension, rhythm, and vibration that other lines do not. It’s the line that keeps
changing its mind, that might become unpredictable. The speed of its movement may vary. Is it
a slow, relaxing, and lazy S, like an old meandering river? Or an energetic almost zig-zagging
streak, like a zany rocket out of control. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whatever the speed, the oscillation of the s-line encourages the eye to notice elements on this
side and then on that side. Psychology suggests that eye movements back and forth stimulate
new ideas and emotions. Such bilateral stimulation encourages us to realize new connections and
see “the big picture.”  The movement of an s-line in an image might serve the same purpose. The
shape of  S also stirs the archetypic imagination. It’s smoke rising into the sky. A snake. A whip.
The curves of a woman’s body and an echo of the infinity symbol.



 

Broken Lines

Unlike continuous lines, broken lines feel choppy and interrupted, but they do offer staccato and
punctuation, a disciplined march, and a rhythm that might be steady or unpredictable. Broken
lines might even seem hypnotic, as in the ongoing stream of dashed lines that contribute to
highway hypnosis. In this photo the broken diagonal shadows of the railings near the top of the
stairs defy the otherwise continuous lines in the picture, until they finally straightened out and
join the curves near the bottom.
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Psychological Lines 

This image is a good candidate for the “Squint
Test.” Yes, that’s right. Squint, even fairly
tightly, so that all you see are the most obvious
visual elements. You’ll probably notice the circle
of my head, the lines of my shoulders and right
arm, the vertical lines of the blinds behind me,
my right hand and other objects in front of me
that form a somewhat circular, actually almost
pentagonal, shape. Let’s call that the visual
plane of the image. It has some very clear lines.
But there is a lot more going on here than the
visual plane. 

The Psychological (versus visual) Plane

There is also a psychological plane, containing
psychological lines. Some people call them
“transitional lines” or "implied lines." These
lines don’t exist in any concrete visual sense,
but rather are created by the mind’s eye
according to our mental assumptions and
expectations about how people and the world
work, which is why I like to call these lines
"psychologicial." Such lines interact with those
in the visual plane and therefore play an
important role in composition.

Lines of Sight

One type of psychological line, and a powerful one too, is created by eyes and line of sight.
Humans and many animals are extremely sensitive to the eyes of others and where they are
looking. Research on infants shows that we are drawn, even at birth, to search for faces and eyes.
In this image I’m looking off to your right. Buddha is looking to the left.  What are we looking
at? Inquiring minds want to know and therefore create horizontal psychological lines that
encourage us to shoot right out of the frame. However, you know that I’m alive while the statue
of Buddha is not. So the sense of direction created by my line of sight might overpower that of
the Enlightened One. Of course your eye also goes to my head first, before Buddha’s, because it’s
bigger – bigger literally, but maybe also figuratively because he’s enlightened while I might just
think that I am.



If a subject is looking at some object in the scene of a photograph, we cannot help but sense a
psychological line between them.  If a person is looking at another person, that line is even
stronger because human contact is an incredibly powerful experience for us. If people are looking
at each other, that line is so strong that it could easily overpower almost any line in the visual
plane, no matter how long, thick, or colorful it is.  If the subject is looking at the camera and
therefore at both the photographer and us… well, then we emotionally enter the scene via an
invisible but very powerful line that extends right out of the world of the image and into our
own. The photo below has a little bit of each of these effects: the psychological line of the couple
looking at each other, of the family looking at the camera, and the man in the foreground looking
off into the distance.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implied Motion

There are many other types of psychological lines. Body language can create them, like a finger
pointing or a head turned. Anything in an image that implies motion has taken place or will take
place could create one. A rock perched precariously on the edge of a cliff. A fist pulled back ready
for a punch. A bird in flight and a pitcher about to pour. 
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Senders and Receivers

Similar to people looking at each other,  these other types of psychological lines tend to be more
powerful when there is both a sender and receiver of the action.  We know that the milk will soon
come straight down from that pitcher into my bowl of cereal, but the fact that my mini-me will
be liquefied in the process makes that psychological line even more powerful. The exception to
this rule could occur when great mystery or wonder is attached to a psychological line, despite
the fact that there is no visible receiver in the scene. What is that businessman in mid-air diving
into? Who is throwing a ball with that child? When a subject is looking out of the frame of an
image, we can't help but wonder who or what they are looking at. We search their face for
possible clues to this little mystery. We might even sense a triangulated psychological line of
connection between us, the subject we're looking at, and the unseen presence that exists outside
the image, just as we do.
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On Being Sharp... (or not) 

 

Many years ago, when I was in high school, I was talking with a friend in the library. During a
pause in the conversation, he took off his glasses and put them down on the table. Thinking it
would be an interesting experiment, I asked him if I could try them on. I anticipated seeing the
world in some weird distorted way, like being underwater or looking into a funhouse mirror.
Instead, when I placed them on my nose, my jaw dropped. Things weren’t fuzzy or warped at all.
Everything was crisp and sharp! “Oh my god,” I said to him. “Is this how you see? It’s so
CLEAR!”

My friend raised one eyebrow. “John, I think you need glasses.”

Sure enough, I did – and although, being a teenager, I didn’t particularly like the idea of
becoming a four-eyes, I sure did like being able to see 20/20.

Who wouldn’t? Everyone wants to see the world as clearly as possible. People function better
that way. We appreciate the details of things. We believe we’re more in touch with the way
things truly are. We feel like we see reality more accurately. 



Why we like sharp

The same attitude applies to photography. In
a precisely sharpened image, we notice and
appreciate the details of a scene. We may
marvel at how closely it depicts reality. Often
this is what a precisely sharpened image is all
about: how close to reality is it, at least how
reality appears to people with 20/20 vision.
And if we turn up the sharpness just a bit
more than that, the viewer might be
captivated by an image that seems to enhance
reality beyond the range of normal vision. It's
the eye of an eagle. It's Superman vision.

Some people love that aspect of photography.
Some may even become obsessed with it.
They strive for more and more clarity. They
experiment with a whole variety of
sharpening techniques – unsharp mask, lab
color sharpening, luminosity sharpening, high
pass filter sharpening, Photoshop “smart”
sharpening, input and output sharpening, to
name a few – in order to obtain perfection, or
as close to it as possible. These kinds of
people tend to love the technical aspects of
digital photography. Some of them may even
be the type of person who likes to approach and represent the world in a straightforward,
rational, pragmatic, precise way.

Technically speaking, since we’re on that subject, image sharpness involves two different factors:
the resolution of the image, which determines how much detail it captures, and “acutance,”
which is how well defined the edges are, which is similar to saying that it's "contrasty." A high
resolution image may not necessarily have high acutance, while an image with high acutance
may not necessarily have high resolution. For example, the sharp looking guy in this photo can thank
its high contrast and well-defined edges, rather than a high resolution.

Think of all the expressions that indicate the admirable quality of sharpness. A sharp mind,
dresser, eye, shooter. In many ways, sharp is good. It indicates precision, clarity, discernment, a
no nonsense take on things. You notice the details. You’ve got the edge. You get to the point. 

The beauty of blur

Of course, good photography doesn’t always mean that images have to be sharp. Wonderful
images may be something less than sharp, and sometimes downright blurry. Their beauty rests
in the fact that they have a different psychological impact on the viewer than the sharp image.
They may be more soft, smooth, liquidy, tender, and dreamy, suggestive of fantasy and distant or
fading memories. They can make us feel dizzy, disoriented, like we’re floating, gliding, spinning, 



or drunk. Many artistic photographers, especially those who enjoy imaginative and altered states
of consciousness, love smoothness, blending, and blur. Maybe nature does too. As the poet A.R.
Ammons once said, “In nature, there are few sharp lines." Impressionistic and non-
representational artists of many types would add that the way they portray the world really is
how the world looks in the spontaneous moment of first perception. I'll throw in my two cents
and say that if you have "bad" eyesight, a blurry image might feel exactly right.
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Super sharp

A popular technique is to super-sharpen
an image, like the one at the top of the
vertical diptych on this page. The eye is
instinctively drawn to high contrasts and
edges, so such images immediately grab
one’s attention. Things look super-precise,
super-real. The lines and textures are so
crisp that they shout at us. We are drawn
right in, even if it’s a bit painful, maybe
because it’s a bit painful. Think of other
expressions we associate with sharpness. A
sharp wit. A sharp tongue. A sharp remark.
The super-sharp image can have a harsh,
aggressive, cutting edge that pierces and
penetrates one’s consciousness.

By contrast, look at the image below the
super-sharpened version. It shows how
dramatically different an image - and in
particular, a portrait - can look when
super-sharpening is applied as opposed to
a soft focus. His whole personality seems
to change. Notice in particular the change
in his eyes. In the sharp version, he seems
stern and analytical. In the soft version,
friendly and gentle.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Image Shaping 
 Texture 
 Synesthesia
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Texture in Photographs
 

Percieved texture stimulates the sensation of TOUCH.

That makes it one of the most intriguing, even mysterious aspects of photography. Our sense of
vision operates at a distance from the world but when it activates the sense of touch it brings us
up close and personal, to the sensitivity of our fingertips, face, and skin. 

The sensations created by textures are almost endless.

Sharp, silky, gritty, bumpy, scratchy. The memories and emotions they stir can be equally varied
and subtle. Sometimes the feelings aroused cannot be easily verbalized. They exist beyond words.
Not having yet developed language or even sophisticated visual abilities, infants rely on the
sensation of touch to experience the world. They explore the environment with their hands and
put everything into their mouths.



The texture of hair, skin, lips, a teddy bear, a baby blanket, bubbles, a faint prick of a pin,
sandpaper. Just my mentioning these things probably creates within you a distinct sensation,
memory, or feeling. This is the power of using texture in photography. It can activate very
personal, deeply felt experiences. Because textures stimulate tactile sensations, they seem to
physically immerse us into the image. It’s a sense of being close to and “feeling” the subject.

Different light sources will draw out different texture qualities.

Front lighting might emphasize sharp, bold, constrasty textures, as when bright sunlight comes
over your shoulder and shines onto the metal and brick surface of a building.

Side lighting creates shadows that accentuate fine textures and the surfacess of an object’s three-
dimensional form. Imagine the effect of the setting sun on a statue in a field of grass.

Diffuse lighting helps us appreciate the subtle tones of smooth, silky textures, as evident in the
foliage of trees under an overcast sky.

Nature provides it all

Nature offers an infinite variety of textures for photography: leaves, sand, rock, water, clouds -
everything from harsh grittyness to velvety flow. In this photo the underbrush in the Ojai
mountains of California resemble the brushstrokes of a painting, or even the paint splashes of a
Jackson Pollock. In this case the texture was so thick that I desaturated some of the lighter
shades of orange in order to give more form to the subject.



 

Sharpening

Textures can change subtly or dramatically with different levels of sharpening in photo
editing programs. The more you turn it up, the crisper and then bristly the image becomes, in
some cases changing the intrinsic nature of the subject. For example, soft hair can be made
course and wiry, or the petal of a flower is turned into a craggy rock. In this photo the
sharpening during post-processing added to the gritty, wear-and-tear feeling of the litter on
the pavement.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blurring

Textures can also change subtly or dramatically with different levels of blurring. As with
sharpening, intense blurr can change the inherent nature of the subject. Hard gravel can be
transformed into a silky smooth fabric, or even a flowing river. Crisp leaves transform into
fluffy feathers. In this photo a small measure of blurring adds to the smoothness of the
flowers in the foreground, while an extra dose of blur makes the background flowers begin to
evaporate into a smokelike haze. Experimenting with sharpening and blurring techniques will
help sensitive you to the effects of texture.

 

Adding your own texture overlays

You can also add texture layers to any photo using Photoshop or other image-editing
programs. Simply create a new layer containing a texture pattern, then blend it into the
background image using the layer blending modes (like “multiply” or “softlight”). You can
find texture images online, or create your own by shooting fabrics, walls, roads, foliage, or any
textured surface. People who specialize in these images often maintain an archive of textures.



As with all forms of texture, the texture
you infuse into a photo might result in
very subtle or intense effects. In the
case of this photo, the layer creates a
gentle fabric feeling to the image, as if
the image is printed on some type of
textured paper. Some photographers
specialize in these delicately textured
media effects.

 

Textures for Portraits

In portraits the qualities of the texture
layer can enhance the personality
characteristics of the subject, or
completely change how we perceive the
emotions and character of that person.

What reactions do you have to the
flakes of gold for this subject as
opposed to the "alien skin" for the
other? Notice how the golden texture
layer seems to lay on top with the
subject poking through it, while the
alien skin seems embedded into the
skin of the other subject.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The dance between texture and image

Depending on the qualities of the texture layer and how it is blended into the photo, the subject
might appear to be constructed from that texture, emerging from it, receding into it, struggling
with it, yielding to it, conjuring and mastering it, or even overwhelmed by it. The texture and the
subject dance with each other, sometimes coming together, sometimes separating, but always
forced into the predicament of finding ways to resist and cooperate.

Kinesthetic Sensitivity

In photos that contain subtle textures, people differ in whether they notice and how they react to
them. Those with “kinesthetic” sensitivities – who are highly tuned to bodily sensations –
respond more readily. It’s interesting to note that on the Rorschach inkblot test, the tendency to
perceive textures in the inkblots is associated with needs concerning interpersonal attachment
and contact comfort, a finding that supports the major point of this article...

... Texture means “touching”...
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Vignetting

 

Vignetting is a reduction of an image's clarity at the periphery compared to the center of the
image. It may be gradual or abrupt. Usually photographers think of it as a darkening that starts
at the corners, and, in some cases, spreads along the edges of the photo to create a rounded off
image. Other forms of vignetting include photos with a periphery that fades to white, loses color
saturation, or generally looks “washed-out.” Blur in the corners or along the edges of a photo
might also be considered vignetting. 

Where does it come from?

Several factors contribute to dark vignetting – optical limitations in the lens (especially in toy
cameras with cheap lens), lens hoods, filters and other lens attachments that reduce the angle of
view. Dark vignetting is most obvious at wide-open aperture, especially in wide-angle lenses with
polarizing filters. It might be hidden in images with complex details, while being more obvious in
photos that contain areas with few features, like clear skies or blank walls.

Because dark vignetting usually results from the technical “problem” of light being blocked, some
photographers,consider it undesirable. They might try to crop it out, or use an image editing
program to correct it.

Deliberately creating it

For artistic purposes, vignetting might be desirable and even added to a photo that doesn’t have
it. There are a variety of techniques for achieving the effect: by deliberately shooting with a
camera, lens, or filter that will create vignetting, by burning the outer edges of the image, or
using masks in an image editing program to selectively alter the periphery of the photo. Some 



programs, like Photoshop, have a feature specifically designed to create dark or light vignetting.
To create blur vignetting, some photographers suggest smearing Vaseline along the edges of a UV
filter. That might result in some very interesting effects, although I imagine the clean-up job
could be tedious.

In portraits

Vignetting is often used in portrait photos, usually by creating an oval shape around the subject.
Along with film grain and black/white or sepia treatments, dark vignetting is also a good
technique for creating the look of an “old photograph” because the relatively low quality lens of
old cameras often resulted in vignetting.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
CLOSED INIn this image dark vignetting creates a closed in, introspective, and moody feeling that is accentuated by the subject's body language as well as the tight crop. The vignetting also focusses the eye on the subject, especially his face. One might not notice the darkness around the edges in these kinds of photos. but the subconscious influence of the vignetting still leads us to concentrate on the center of the image and to the feeling of being closed in.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
OPENNING OUTA fading of tones, perhaps with pure white around the edges of the photo creates a feeling of lightness, expansiveness, and opening up. It is an airy, ethereal sensation, as if in a reverie or dream. In a more horizontal orientation, this photo of a reclining subject would capitalize on that idea of reverie and dream by its use of white vignetting. butwith the image angled upwards in a diagonal line, the subject's wide open blue eyes, and the fact that she's holding a frisbee, the white vignetting steers us more towards the idea of lightness and flight into open spaces.



 

Vignetting as part of human perception

It’s helpful to think about vignetting in terms of the psychology of perception. If the vignetting is
symmetrical, it focuses the eye towards the middle of the photo and creates a feeling of
centeredness. Sometimes the effect can be quite subtle and not consciously noticed by the viewer.
It mimics the cognitive process of concentrating on something while toning down attention to
any distractions in the periphery of awareness. Imagine yourself, for example, reading a book or
watching TV. Your attention zooms in on the words or pictures, while you just barely notice
things around the book or TV. In some respects vignetting mimics the way the eye works. The
receptor cells known as “cones” are sensitive to color and concentrated in the center of the
retina, while the “rods,” which detect light but not color, are found on the periphery of the retina.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feelings and ideas created by vignetting

Dark vignetting that is obvious or blatant creates the sensation of "looking in" or “looking out,”
as if through a hole, window, or tunnel of some kind. We experience the sensation of a space out
there and some barrier or plane through which we are looking at it. We are here in this space,
the subject over there in that space, and there’s distance between us. With some subjects the
feeling of voyeurism and even peeping might be quite strong.



 

When people are in an altered state of consciousness, or when losing consciousness, as in
passing out, they may experience darkness closing in from the periphery of their vision. Under
conditions of stress, some people have “tunnel vision.” To recreate these sensations of a mind
that is intoxicated, fading, or traumatized, a photographer might use vignetting.

When vignetting is not symmetrical around the periphery of the image, the off-balance feeling
that results can enhance these sensations of a mind gone awry. Asymmetrical vignetting might
also serve the more mundane function of focusing the viewer’s eye on an element of the image
that is not at the center, or of providing balance to other elements of the image.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

White vignetting similarly helps focus the eye, but its other psychological effects can be quite
different than dark vignetting. The image will feel more light, airy, and ethereal, as if in a reverie
or dream. For this reason, white vignetting will probably work better in high key photographs. It
also tends to lift the image up towards the viewer rather than make the subject appear to be in a
distant space. For subjects that are uplifting, happy, and joyful, as in wedding photography,
white vignetting will usually be more appropriate that dark vignetting, which tends to create a
more introspective, moody, or even sinister feeling. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
COMBINED EFFECTSThis photo illustrates several feelings that can be aroused by vignetting. There is a kind of peephole  or tunnel effect, as if we are viewing the subject through something or from another room. The uneven quality of the vignetting also creates a sensation of instability, which complements the rather disorderly arrangement of red lights, the blur, and the fact that the subject is walking with a cane. The blur as well as the black/white treatment also suggest a vague memory or a fading of consciousness. In the case of these kinds of black/white photos, vignetting helps amplify the contrast of highlights and shadows, with the light manifesting at the core of the image, which offers interesting symbolic meanings.



Fading to white at the edges of the image can create
the sensation of the subject opening up or
spreading out into the surrounding space. In some
cases the subject might appear to be evaporating,
while in others it seems to be “coming into being.”
Dark vignetting can result in a feeling of darkness
closing in, of a subject that is disappearing or being
engulfed. Or, in images with bright and colorful
subjects at the center of dark vignetting, the
impression might be that of light penetrating
darkness or of the proverbial light at the end of the
tunnel.

In both fading to white and black at the edges, the
sensation of an image border might be lost. As a
result, the image and subject might appear as if
they are drifting, floating, uncontained, or
boundless. Without a distinct frame that separates
viewer from photo, we might also find it easier to
psychologically enter into the image.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some people define the word “vignette” as a small, graceful sketch of a scene from a story. This
too might be the emotional impact of vignetting in photography. We feel as if we are getting a
brief but elegant glimpse into a scene from an ongoing story.

 Bokeh
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 Texture





Bokeh

When we think of a good image, the words clear, crisp, or sharp might immediately come to
mind. After considering the issue just a bit more, and surely after viewing truly good photos as
determined by people of reputable taste, we’ll conclude that blur plays an important aesthetic
role too. In fact, it might be the blurry parts of an image, and how they interact with the crisp
parts, that result in an outstanding picture. 

Photography is blur

We might even consider blur as one of the things that is intrinsic to photography. When painting
or drawing, artists always have the power to render everything as crisp and clear, although they
may choose not to. In photography clarity thoughtout the image is only possible under certain
conditions. Usually, there's at least some blur. Blur also distinguishes the camera from human
vision. Although we tend to think of the camera as a mechanical version of the eye, they actually
record the world quite differently. With its amazing versatility for almost instantaneous focusing
as it darts across a scene, the normal eye can make everything in its field of view seem perfectly
clear, whether nearby or far away. Not so with the camera. 



It's all about dof

A beginning lesson for anyone learning photography is “depth of field” – sometimes abbreviated
dof. The term refers to the area of a photograph that appears acceptably sharp. Depth of field
may be small or large depending on two basic factors. Larger lens apertures (smaller f stops)
result in a more shallow depth of field, while smaller apertures (larger f stops) result in a dof
that’s wider. Focusing distance also is a factor because the closer you get to the subject you want
to focus on, the more shallow the depth of field around it. Some people will also add that focal
length is inversely related to depth of field, which means a wide angle lens gives you more while
a telephoto lens gives you less. You could consider this just another way of thinking about
focusing distance because a telephoto lens seems to bring you up close to the subject while a
wide angle lens makes it appear further away.

All of what I just said is a bit of a simplification, because the whole story about depth of field
would require a very technical discussion of optics that goes far beyond the intent of this article.
If you want to learn more about those technicalities, search online for articles about dof and “the
circle of confusion.” But don’t be discouraged if you end up feeling like the term unintentionally
suggests – confused. It’s heavy duty stuff. 

What does "bokeh" mean?

Instead, here in this article, let’s turn to a more aesthetic topic known as “bokeh.” In the mid
1990s this Japanese term was first proposed to photographers as “boke” by John Kennerdell,
who was then commissioned to write an article about it for Photo Techniques magazine. Mike
Johnston, at that time editor of magazine, added the “h” to help people pronounce the word,
which sounds like “boke-uh” or “bow-keh.” He also wanted to put an end to the jokes that were
starting to surface about how it rhymed with bloke, toke, and joke. The original Japanese word
can be translated to mean blurry, fuzzy, dizzy, or confused. It’s sometimes used to refer to people
who are fuzzy or confused in the head. As we’ll see in a moment, these meanings can be helpful
in designing images with compositions that are intended to convey a particular feeling or idea.

Most people who value the concept of bokeh will tell you that the term doesn’t sinply refer to the
blurry areas of a photo, but rather specifically to the aesthetic qualities of the blur. What is the
“feel” of the out-of-focus areas? Is it pleasing and beautiful, or distracting and ugly? We might
compare it to the use of the word “bouquet” in describing wine - which, perhaps not
coincidentally, is pronounced somewhat similarly to “bokeh.” What qualities of aroma are
appealing and delightful in wine? Bokeh can present very amazing tones, colors, patterns, and
layering. These aspects of the image create the feeling, the aroma, of a certain kind of light. 

- Transition Bokeh: There are at least four types of bokeh. The first is transition bokeh. It’s
the blur that results as the dof gradually fades out, when sharp areas transition to being out of
focus. But at what point is that out of focus area simply out of focus, and when in the continuous
transition does it become bokeh? That’s hard to say. People usually think of bokeh as a blurry
area that isn’t easily recognizable as anything in particular, or at least it doesn’t look much like
the thing you think it is. So if you examine the photo on th next page of the paint splattered
bench, where does the bokeh begin?... You decide.



- Background Bokeh: The second type is background bokeh. Think of an outdoor portrait of a
person from the waist up, and an attractive blurry background that looks like it might be leaves
and flowers. Portrait photographers often use background bokeh. It can greatly enhance the
portrait, even if it's a portrait of a spider web. Many modern cameras include a setting that
digitally creates this effect. Many people tend to think of bokeh as being this background type. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



- Foreground Bokeh: However, foreground bokeh is possible too. Some people think it’s too
distracting and don’t like it as much as background bokeh. It seems to block the eye’s path to the
subject that is in focus. But that’s not necessarily true in all cases. In fact, an eye-catching
foreground bokeh might enhance the composition. Similar to the previous photo of the paint-
splattered bench, images may have an in-focus area that gradually transitions away from us into
background bokeh, or one that gradually changes to foreground bokeh as it moves towards us, or
one that does both. It’s an interesting effect. The in-focus area seems to resolve from or dissolve
into the background or foreground blur, or it emerges from a sandwiched position between the
background and foreground bokeh. 

- Glint Bokeh: The fourth type is glint
bokeh. It’s the blurry circles or patches
of light from lamps, light bulbs, or small
shiny surfaces in the background (and
maybe sometimes in the foreground).
Distant points of light, especially in a
dark scene, light shining though leaves,
and specular reflections in daylight
often create pleasing bokeh. In fact,
when many people talk about bokeh, it’s
often this backgrond glint type that
they’re referring to.

Some people say it’s a subjective
preference as to when glint bokeh is
good or bad. Others have distinct
opinions about the issue. They’ll
probably say that bad glint bokeh are
patches or circles that appear too harsh
and bright, have sharp edges, or look
like over-exposed blobs. If the bokeh
circles have bright edges and a dim center, look like rolled up condoms or donuts, appear
swimmy or like flat and perfectly circular disks, that’s not good, because they tend to distract the
eye away from the subject. If they are regularly shaped polygons - like a hexagon, which actually
reflects the shape of the lens diaphragm - that’s not too great either. The ideal circular bokeh,
they’ll probably say, are spheres of light with the brightest part near the center. The glow from
the center point of light smoothly expands outward, gradually becomes more dim and blurry,
and ends in a soft outer edge – similar to what you would get if you created a white circle in
Photoshop and then applied some Gaussian blur, as in the illustration above (although even
"good" lens blur rarely occurs in such a smooth Gaussian fashion). That softening towards the
perimeter allows the circular blurs of light to blend nicely into each other and the surrounding
areas of the image, resulting in soothing bokeh. The same principle would apply to background
bokeh that isn’t produced by glint: points and lines should gradually fade towards their
perimeters in a silky smooth transition, rather than having sharp outer edges that interact with
each other, creating wiry, harsh, or otherwise distracting patterns and textures. Chromatic shifts
might also occur near the edges of the blur, resulting in the color of the blur patterns being
different near the inside and outside areas.



Can you buy good bokeh?

So how do you get that “good” bokeh? If you do an online search of the topic, you’ll find lots of
advice. Unfortunately, similar to information about the circle of confusion, the issue gets
complex. Other than what I already mentioned about aperture size and focusing distance, it boils
down to lens design, including such factors as the shape of the aperture and how a lens corrects
for spherical aberration. However, cheap lens sometimes give you good bokeh while expensive
ones sometimes don’t (they usually give you a soft evenly bright disk). When comparing lens it’s
also possible that one will produce good bokeh in some situations, while another may perform
better under different conditions.

For those photographers who work a lot with bokeh, some manufacturers sell lens with special
controls for changing how out of focus areas are rendered. For the rest of us, we might simply
experiment with the lenses we have to see what kind of bokeh they produce. We also might not
concern ourselves too much with the distinction between “good” and “bad” bokeh, according to
the criteria mentioned above, but instead think about how the bokeh serves the composition by
producing the desired perceptual and psychological effects. We might consider the following
issues:

- Sensation and Feeling: What sensation or feeling does the bokeh tend to create? Does it
feel like sunlight, being outdoors, fire, or lamps? Is it sparkly, dreamy, dizzy, confusing,
exploding, gentle, scary, soothing, joyful, sticky, creamy, flowing? Does that feeling complement
the intended emotional tone of the subject, or perhaps contradict it in an interesting way?
Jagged, sharp, harsh, edgy, or blobby bokeh might be the right effect in some images. Consider
the situations in which our human vision might produce bokeh - as when we squint our eyes
while looking at light sources, or when our vision goes blurry as our state of mind changes. Are
we staring into the sun, drunk, slipping off into reverie or unconsciousness? How might those
sensations serve the composition?

- Subtlety and Distractiveness: How subtle or distracting is the bokeh? If you want to keep
the viewer’s eye on the subject that’s in focus, you might prefer the blur to be gentle and
unobtrusive, as do many portrait photographers. If you want the eye to move around the image,
or the blur to compete with and even overwhelm the subject, go for bokeh that’s loud. Keep in
mind that the human mind usually tries to avoid the uncertainty and ambiguity of blur. Bold
bokeh will pull at the eye, but the eye won’t want to stay there long. It will probably shift back
and forth between the blur and the subject that’s in focus. Think about whether and how that
movement works for the image. On the other hand, gentle bokeh might feel soothing and
pleasing, even though the viewer may barely notice it. By creating contrast, soft bokeh allows the
subject in focus to really pop in vividness and clarity.

- Movement: In addition to the movement I mentioned above, how might bokeh generate a
sense of motion? Does the changing dof create the feeling of something coming towards us,
receding from us, or maybe both? Think about how dof and bokeh sensations address the
concept of the image: does it feel like something is progressing, fading, approaching, emerging,
sinking, surfacing, dissipating, compressing, escaping, releasing, or marching? If the image also
contains motion or camera shake blur, how does that interact with the bokeh?

- Shapes and Patterns: Bokeh containing lines and different tones or colors will create
various shapes and textures. How do those tones, colors, shapes, and textures interact with the
subject in focus? Do they echo, compliment, contradict, or compete with the tones, colors,
shapes, and textures of the subject?



- Layering and depth: Background and foreground bokeh can create a feeling of depth and
layering. Bokeh can be layered or overlapped onto itself or other areas of bokeh. That also
creates the sensation of depth.

- Ambiguity: Some blurry elements challenge the viewer to figure out what the blur might be.
How might that temptation affect the viewer’s attitude about the subject in focus? Does it create
curiosity, mystery, confusion, frustration, humor?

 

Do people prefer bokeh?

It’s interesting how, when given a choice, people often prefer photos, especially portraits, that
contain bokeh over those that do not. As I mentioned earlier in this article, that's not how our
eyes see the world. Our eyes focus so quickly as they dart around a scene that everything seems
to be in focus – unless you stare at something without letting your eyes move, as if you're
slipping into a trance or dream-state. Then the background fades and smoothes out, as in bokeh,
leaving only the subject emerging in sharp clarity. Perhaps that’s what people enjoy, almost on
an unconscious level: the trance-like focus on the subject, as the rest of reality dissipates into a
dreamy blur.
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Black Holes

The Virtual Pit Experiment

Scientists studying virtual reality have
experimented with "the pit." Subjects
wearing VR goggles find themselves in a
room with a large, seemingly bottomless
hole in the floor. A plank stretches across
the pit. When asked to cross over the
plank, many subjects simply cannot. Even
though their rational mind tells them this
scene does not actually exist, that they are
inside a virtual reality where nothing can
hurt them, a more primitive part of their
brain warns them with a burst of anxiety
and frozen legs that this situation poses a
great danger.

The sight of a black hole weighs heavily on
our human mind as a deep archetypal
symbol. It conjures up ideas about a portal
to mystery, danger, evil, or nothingness. It
invites, lures, or sucks us into the
unknown, into the unconscious, into the
mystical void. As an ominous pit at our
feet, it signals the danger of a long,
perhaps eternal fall through helplessness.
We might stare into it with a mixture of
both temptation and fear.

 

Enhancing Holes

We can take photos of scenes that contain holes in order to capture such mysterious
atmospheres. Sometimes the hole may not be dark enough to truly look like an actual hole.
Details within it, even vague ones, might cause it to appear more like a hollow, recess, or a short
portal rather than an opaque opening. In that case, it's relatively easy to darken the area in an
image editing program. If necessary, you could even round it off to look more like a hole. In the
photo on the next page, there was nothing particulary intriguing about the depression in the
sand next to the boy. But by darkening and shaping it, the indentation truly took on a whole new
meaning of mystery and even danger. The contrasty black and white treatment enhanced that
effect.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Photography Black Hole Experiment

If no holes are present in a scene, we can easily create them artificially in an editing program.
Although we might intend a believable result, as if a hole really did exist in the scene, I would
like to suggest an exercise in which we set aside such concerns about realism. Select any photo at
random or one that presents itself as an interesting candidate, then drop a black hole into it.
Experiment by changing its size and location. These variations will have different impacts on the
feeling and meaning of the image. The hole possesses great symbolic power but in this
experiment you get to control it. You get to tinker with how a powerful symbol affects the
psychology of the scene.

Four Holes

On the following page, the hole feels arbitrary in the color photo. I placed it rather randomly and
it looks anomalous in a colorful scene. The spot offers no particular meaning, other than creating
the impression that someone punched a hole in a print - which in still a curious effect because
our mind opts to see the hole as leading to another dimension of space.

By contrast, consider the hole in the wall of the building. It looks like it could actually be a
window or portal of some kind. I deliberately incorporated it into the photo to create a
triangular composition, where the eye moves between the hole (which tends to be the first thing
that catches the eye - yet more evidence of its power), the man on his phone, and the garbage
pail. What psychological role does it play in this scene? How is the black portal similar to a
garbage pail? How is being on the phone like a portal leading to darkness?

Despite the potentially trepidating qualities of the black hole, the cat seems to be having little
problems with it. In fact, she appears to be unaware, indifferent, or even taunting her circular
companion. Had I placed the hole in front, behind, or below her, the psychological effect would
have been different. She would be jumping into the hole, out of it, or over it like the cow who
jumped over the moon.



In the "Un-Picnic" image, I worked a bit harder to incorporate the foreboding archetypal
symbol. In addition to softening its edges to look more like an actual hole in the ground (which I
also did for the cat), I flattened it to create the illusion of perspective. Would anyone be fooled
into thinking there actually was a hole in this picnic area? Did it suck up the people who once sat
at the tables? Will those people, or perhaps mythological creatures of some kind, spring forth
from the hole to enjoy a feast? Even though the rational mind might reject the contrived realism
of this scene, our imagination cannot help but offer fanciful interpretations.
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Synesthesia

Synesthesia is when the stimulation of one sensory system leads to an experience in another
system. For example, you see colors when you hear music. Or a texture triggers a taste in your
mouth. Think about those computer programs that translate music into shape-shifting patterns
and colors that dance across the screen.

Reports of synesthesia are common when using psychedelic drugs, but it also occurs naturally in
people known as “synesthetes.” Although the phenomenon seems unusual, some researchers
believe it reveals the potential of the mind to process any particular sensation in a variety of
ways. In fact, researchers who study mental imagery don’t apply the term “image” to only visual
experiences inside one’s mind, but also to sounds, smells, tastes, and body sensations within
one’s imagination. Their research reveals how one type of mental image often can trigger
another.



 

Many artists often talk about their work in a synesthetic way. They use words related to sounds,
textures, and body sensations to describe their work. My piano teacher, for example, mentioned
the colors he associated with different notes and key signatures, sometimes colors with flavorful
qualities, like “coffee.” In fact, we often use words associated with sound to characterize colors,
like loud, soft, harmonious, and discordant. Colors also arouse tactile associations, as when we
say some appear dry while others seem wet.

Sometimes the influence of these sensations on the creative process is unconscious. There is the
story of the photographer who noticed a pattern surfacing in his images: a visual repetition of
three elements in a row, followed by a forth falling distinctly below the other three. After
wondering why he was favoring such compositions, he suddenly realized that he had been
listening to Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The four ominous notes of Fate knocking on one’s door
had been shaping his visual experience, without his even realizing it.

Perhaps there’s a lesson to be learned from synesthesia. To improve our photography, we might
think about the visual experience as more than what we see. If we develop the awareness of our
ears, nose, tongue, and fingertips, we may also enrich the awareness of our eyes.  How might a
sound, smell, taste, and body sensation translate into something visual? Maybe playing an
instrument, sipping wine, and doing yoga are all opportunities to better understand the image.

So why not wiggle your fingers through a bowl of water, drop a handful of spoons into the sink,
or roll a crumpled up ball of newspaper along your arm. If someone asks what you’re doing, say,
“photography.”
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Eye to Eye 

 

The power of eye contact

Did you ever notice how difficult it is
to maintain eye contact with another
person, even for just a few seconds,
and perhaps even with someone you
know very well or in fact love? Or
how about those moments when you
found yourself awkwardly exchanging
glances with a stranger in a
restaurant - not necessarily because
you had any real interest in each
other, but just because the two of you
could not resist the temptation of
looking to see if the other person was
looking!

The window to the soul indeed

As an expression of intimacy or
aggression, eye contact involves the
direct connection of one individual's
psyche to another. Simultaneously you see and are seen by the other. You take each other in and
size each other up.  It’s a direct, no-nonsense meeting of the minds. Eye contact automatically
amplifies any emotion, whether it is affection, assertiveness, criticism, doubt, fear, or hostility. 
The impact goes beyond the realm of the purely psychological. It’s also “primitive” in a very
biological sort of way. Babies and highly social animals, like canines and primates, quickly rivet
to eye contact. Staring might be perceived as a sign of aggression.

The eyes pull us in

When actors want to convey as much emotion as possible, when they intend to draw viewers into
the scene as if they are participating in it, they look directly into the camera. That’s why
photographs of people gazing right into the camera are so compelling. We can’t help but stare
back and try to see right into their psyche to figure out who they are. We can’t resist feeling that
we are being pulled into the photograph. It's as if an invisible wall separating us from the image
has suddenly fallen away. One of the fascinating aspects of a photograph is that even if we move
from side to side, or wander around the room, the eyes of the subject in the photo follow us, as if
the person is alive and conscious of our presence.



 

The eyes look into OUR souls

Unlike real situations, we have the luxury of holding that eye contact for as long as we want
because part of us, the logical part, knows that the person isn’t really present, isn’t really looking
at us. But there’s another part of us, that primitive and emotional part, that reacts as if the
person IS staring right into our psyche.
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A Fresh Eye and the Mañana Principle 

It’s a well known fact in psychology that if a
stimulus persists in the environment,
eventually you no longer react to it. For
example, the buzzing of a nearby fan might
at first feel annoying, but after a while you
no longer even hear it. The same
phenomenon holds true for visual stimuli.
You have some beautiful works of art in your
home that you don’t even notice any more.

This is called “habituation” 

It can significantly affect your eye as you
work on a photo in an image editing
program. Did you ever spend a great deal of
time adjusting the tones and colors of a shot,
until you reached a point where you weren’t
even sure any more whether the image
looked good or not? Are those colors too
saturated now? Did I reduce the contrast too
much? You may have overdone it, or
underdone it, and not even realize the
difference.

The eye adapts and becomes dull. Even when
creating a highly manipulated or surreal image, you eventually get used to the exaggerations. It
begins to look normal. Like watching a movie that is supercharged with special effects. You start
off thinking “wow” and end up accepting it all as a rather ho-hum reality.

If you think you did too much or too little on an image, if you aren’t sure anymore if it looks
good or bad, you need to freshen your eye. Do something else for a while. Get up from the
computer. It might take a few minutes or a few hours, but if you come back later you might be
able to see the image with a rejuvenated point of view.

The best respite from the habituated eye is a good night’s sleep

Sleep helps reset the brain. Like restarting your computer, it clears out the extraneous glitches
and clutter left over from the mental and perceptual programs that you were running during the
day. The next morning, with a cup of coffee in hand as you open that questionable image, you’ll



 

see it as if you were looking at it for the first time. Much to your delight, it may appear perfect.
Or you may find yourself mumbling, “What WAS I thinking!”

And so, if you think you might be suffering from a bad case of habituation, apply this Mañana
Principle. Sleep on it and take a fresh look at that image tomorrow.
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Photography Overload

Historians of photography tell us that the very first permanent photograph was taken in 1826 by
Joseph Nicéphore Niépce. It was a shot of a courtyard from an upstairs window at his family’s
estate. Despite how blurry, grainy, contrasty, and lacking in detail the image turned out, I’m sure
people at the time were fascinated by this amazing gadget called the camera that could record
any scene at which you pointed it. In their minds, no doubt, it was pure magic.

Now it’s almost 200 years later. People carry cameras with them everyday. We take shots
frequently, as a matter of course, without giving it much thought. Everywhere you look, you’ll see
photos: hundreds and even thousands of them everyday. Many of them are of an extremely high
quality compared to that photo taken by Niépce.

If we actually stop to think about it, we will realize how magical photography still is.
Unfortunately, most of us don’t. Because we are so bombarded with images, because they fill
every niche and cranny of our visual world, we mostly take them for granted. We live in a
visually super-saturated world.

The Varieties of Overload Experiences

Even though it’s a relatively new phenomenon in our evolution, researchers have devoted quite a
bit of thought to this tendency towards “overload” in the new environments we humans have
created for ourselves.



 

Information Overload – In Alvin Toffler’s famous 1970 book Future Shock, he warned us about
the trouble we have understanding an issue and making decisions caused by the presence of too
much information. When the influx of information exceeds our cognitive abilities to process it,
our ability to reason clearly and effectively plummets.

Sensory Overload - Also known as sensory over-stimulation, this concept in cognitive psychology
describes how high levels of sensations generated by the environment – including images,
sounds, smells, and physical sensations - can overwhelm the nervous system and its ability to
manage all that input. A common example is being at a large and crowded carnival, complete
with the sounds of machines, the smell of food, the blinking lights, the waves of people, the
cornucopia of colors, and the wild sensations of the rides. For some people, especially during
prolonged and intense exposure, the nervous system and the mind cannot cope with such
exhaustive stimulation.

Cognitive Overload – In cognitive psychology, “cognitive load” refers to the amount of
information that working memory can effectively manage during learning and problem-solving.
During cognitive overload, working memory is overwhelmed with information, leading to poor
performance and even “crashes,” similar to the working memory in a computer.

Visual Overload - Excessive complexity and clutter can interfere with how we effectively
perceive, process, and make decisions about information in visual environments. If the elements
of a scene are not organized well enough - if there is not enough redundancy and predictability to
create a sense of order - our minds cannot make sense out of what we see. We don’t perceive
specific shapes and meanings, but rather just sameness, clutter, or even chaos.

The Psychological Effects of Overload

In contemporary digital photography, we continually find ourselves confronting all these forms
of overload - a condition we might call "photography overload." Although we might experience it
during long and intensive shoots, we’ll probably be more vulnerable when working at the
computer and online. Everyday we face the endless amounts of web pages and videos about our
equipment, shooting, and image processing techniques. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of images
pass by our eyes everyday, while literally billions more await us. If we explore online
photography groups, we immerse ourselves into the seemingly interminable discussions about
every imaginable facet of photography.

Given all this written, visual, and social stimulation bombarding us as soon as we turn on our
computers, what happens when we spend so much time engrossed in all that input that we
overload ourselves? How does if affect the way we see, think, and feel? The various symptoms of
overload that research describes tend to fall into three general categories:

1. Irritable confusion: Our minds become overwhelmed by all the images and information,
leading to distractibility, short attention span, trouble focusing, disorientation, restlessness,
hypersensitivity, sleeplessness, fidgeting, irritability, and anger. What we see on our computer
screen becomes an annoying mishmash of stuff.

 

 



2. Leveling: In the face of so much stimulation, we don’t pay attention to details anymore. Our
mind simplifies everything in order to avoid the excessive input. Our attention is selective. We
tend to ignore any photography style or subject matter than is unfamiliar. Rather than
embracing complexity, we notice only the most obvious or outstanding things about
photographs, or things that have an immediate impact on our personal needs and interests.
Sophisticated perceptions and reasoning abilities level off to more basic ones – so, for example,
you tend to look at everything in terms of the rule of thirds or how sharp an image is. In fact,
photographs and photography information might all start to look and sound the same. We lose
our ability at differentiating between this image and that one, between this bit of information
and that other bit - especially when the differences are subtle or complex.

3. Shutdown: Our minds and our brains go numb. Feeling indifferent, bored, and tired, we
simply can’t respond any more. We shut down and withdraw from all the images and
information, probably by leaving the computer.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How Overload Affects Photosharing

If you are by yourself when overload sets in - as when excessively immersed into the computer -
the negative effects will fall entirely on you, at least for the moment. Only you will notice the
decline in your ability to work effectively.

During online photosharing, the impact quickly turns interpersonal. Your ability to look at and
comment on other people’s photos will be much less than optimal. Burned out from sensory and
cognitive overload, you can’t pay close attention to what you see and read. You can’t think
straight. You skim over images, only noticing the most obvious things. Subtleties and
complexities are lost to you. Or you can’t respond at all. Everything looks about the same.



These superficial perceptions will color any comments or “likes” you offer on a photograph. Your
remarks will sound generic, obvious, and bland. You might make errors in spelling and grammar.
Maybe you even lose track of where you are online, and with whom you are sharing your
comments.

Unfortunately, in some photosharing communities, many people are suffering from overload,
resulting in a globally lackluster, unresponsive, and superficial atmosphere. Generically benign
comments such as “Nice shot” and “Beautiful colors” proliferate, or there are no comments at all.
If you’re the photographer in such an environment, you might feel misunderstood, under-
appreciated, and overlooked because very few if any people have been able to look at or
comment on your work with full attention and clarity of thought. Even an excellent photograph
can receive a very lukewarm, shallow reception.

Remedies for Your Overload

The first problem in coping with sensory and cognitive overload is recognizing that it’s
happening to you. You might not notice it setting in. The effects sometimes take hold at a
subconscious level. If you’re feeling energized, focused, happy, and excited while working, you’re
probably doing fine. If not, notice how you do feel. Which of the various symptoms of overload
might be affecting you? If you conclude that you are indeed suffering from overload, here are
some possible solutions:

- Reduce stimulation: If you want or need to keep working, reduce the amount of input coming
at you. Stop multitasking, close unnecessary windows on your computer, and do one and only
one thing. For example, focus on just one photograph. Slow down, relax and take your time in
looking at it. Allow yourself to appreciate it without other distractions or agendas clouding your
mind. If possible, shift yourself into a state of peaceful, “in the now” mindfulness - which I
discuss in another article here in Photographic Psychology. Making this transition might not be
possible if the overload is severe, but it’s worth a try.

- Take a break: Stop doing your photography. You might undertake some other activity on the
computer in order to alleviate the photography overload - but the odds are that the computer
itself, regardless of what you’re doing on it, is the source of the overload problem. So get up and
do something else. In some cases a short break might be enough to refresh your mind. In other
cases, you might need to stay away from photography for hours, or even days.

- Hear, Smell, Taste, or Get Physical: Most of the time overload in photography will result from
excessive visual and verbal stimulation, along with all the cognitive processing associated with
images and words. You’re looking at too many images, thinking too much about them, or talking
and reading too much about them. When you take a break, try some OTHER sensory activity.
For example, listen to music, make music, cook, eat, or do something physical like going for a
walk or cleaning the house. These alternative sensory activities will not only give your
overloaded photography-mind a much needed rest, but they can also enrich your experience of
photography by processing it in a very different non-visual and non-verbal way, even though you
don’t consciously realize it’s happening.



Addressing Other People’s Overload

How do you break through the sensory overload of other people looking at your photography?
One strategy might involve talking with people in order to resonate with each other about you
are all suffering from the effects of overload. Misery not only loves company, but can also
sometimes decrease as a result of it.

Another strategy is to capitalize on the symptom of leveling. If people are ignoring subtle and
complex aspects of images, don’t dwell on posting them. Such people are probably only focusing
on the most obvious and immediate aspects of a photo, so that’s what you can give them.
Emphasize all the things that are known to catch people’s attention with their “pop” value:
colors, high contrast, simple but strong compositions, subjects portraying powerful emotions…
sexual themes.

Of course, you might feel that you are somehow selling out or lowering your artistic standards.
Indeed, that might be true. But at the very least you’ll be exercising your photography muscles in
creating images that pop, which might actually give you some insights into how to improve your
more complex, sophisticated, and subtle photos.

The other option is to patiently wait out the sensory overload of people viewing your work.
Someone will come along who isn’t suffering from burnout, or who has found a way to alleviate
it. When they leave a good comment or otherwise show a more than superficial appreciation of
your photography, make sure that you acknowledge their efforts, and in return show the same
level of care in responding to their work. 
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Visualizing and Verbalizing in Photography
 

In psychology language and visualizations
are described as two basic ways our mind
manages memories and processes
information. Some researchers call them the
“verbal” and “mental imagery” systems.
Inside our heads we often think with words
and carry out all sorts of conversations. In
our mind's eye, we also see pictures in our
imagination, as in recalling a childhood
memory. While language resides in the left
side of the brain, complex visual imagining
occurs in the right. These two cognitive
systems also point to the two basic ways
humans express themselves to others: by
creating words and visual images.

The verbal system of the mind

The verbal system tends to involve thinking
that is more conceptual, linear, conscious,
and factual. Words are abstractions that
refer to things that bear little resemblance to
the words: The word "tree" doesn't look like
a tree. We sequence words into sentences so
we can communicate with others. That effort of the verbal system requires considerable
conscious control. Because we develop language in order to communicate with others, the verbal
system tends to be more concerned with the factual demands of reality that we and others must
address. 

The mental imagery system

The mental imagery system tends to be more sensory, holistic, fantasy-based, emotional, and
personal. Images more easily arouse the senses – not just seeing, obviously, but also the
sensations of sound and touch. They contain individual elements that the eye can perceive, but
the mind first reacts to the impression of the image as a whole. More so than words, images are
the stuff of imagination, fantasy, and symbolism. They more quickly arouse our emotions and
personal memories. As dreams show us, they are more easily influenced by the unconscious.
Because infants process their experience of the world via images long before they learn language,
we might even consider the imagery system as the more fundamental method by which the
human mind works. 



Visualizers compared to verbalizers

Most people rely on both the imagery and verbal systems for cognitive functioning, but
researchers have postulated that some people may be better visualizers while others are better
verbalizers. This is a useful distinction to keep in mind as a photographer.

Some people are drawn to photography and visual design because they are strong visualizers.
They tend to think visually and prefer to express themselves that way. However, their verbal
system might not be as fully developed. They might have a hard time talking about images,
including their own. They can take wonderful shots without being able to verbalize how they do
it or why those photos are so good. They just intuitively sense their visual surroundings and how
to capture it effectively.

Other people may be strong verbalizers who love conversation and thinking with words, but they
might not understand the visual language of a photograph. They might have a hard time
composing a good shot or appreciating one that is shown to them.

Combining the verbal and visual systems

Research indicates that combining the visual and verbal systems is a powerful way to learn. For
us photographers, this means improving our skill in understanding visual design, while also
improving our ability to talk about images. Learning to verbalize what works and what doesn’t in
a photo solidifies our understanding of image creation and leads to new ideas. In return, the
image provides the tangible sensory vehicle to ground, extend, and enrich our conversations
about photography. Visualizing and verbalizing synergistically enhance each other. The bottom
line is this: if you learn how to talk to people about your photography, you will most likely
improve your photography. 

Talking too much and not enough

Of course, an image does not have to be verbally analyzed to be appreciated. The powerful
psychological effects of some images cannot always be expressed easily in words. After all, as the
saying goes, one picture is worth a thousand words. Some people, especially those of Zen
persuasion, would even go so far as to say that attempting to describe the impact of an image in
fact ruins it because doing so causes us to lose sight of the fundamental, immersive, holistic, and
emotional effect of the visual experience. Verbose evaluations get boring pretty quickly.

When people are overly adamant about not discussing images, they might be feeling a bit
inadequate about their poor verbal skills. Methings they doth protest too much, in other words.
On the one hand, there will always be very talented people, even geniuses, who create images of
incredible beauty and meaning, while fumbling awkwardly with words to describe their vision.
The irony is that their genius often goes unrecognized until people start talking about their work
and why it's so good.
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Mindfulness in Photography

Half a century ago eastern philosophy began
to seep into the west, bringing new insights
about awareness, self, and reality. Some of
these ideas had already popped up here and
there among avant-garde thinkers and artists
in Europe and America, but the westward
spread of such systems as Buddhism and
Taoism catalyzed this dawning of a new way
to see and understand. One fundamental
concept is what many people nowadays refer
to as “mindfulness.” It’s both an attitude and
process that has had a powerful effect on
many disciplines, including philosophy,
psychology, medicine, and art. In the world of
photography, it has been described as
"meditative" or "contemplative" photography,
with Minor White being one of its most well-
known advocates.

But what exactly is mindful photography?

What isn't mindfulness

To understand what it is, let’s first take a look
at what it is not. You’re out on a shoot. You’re
scanning the environment, looking for a good
capture and trying to avoid bad ones. In the
back of your mind you’re thinking about all those great photos you’ve taken in the past, or about
great images by others. You consider ways to recreate your prior success or emulate those
outstanding pictures by your heroes. You’re reminding yourself of the techniques and strategies
for shooting. You’re thinking about the people who will see your work. Will they like it? You
anticipate their reactions. Some recognition and praise would sure feel nice. Maybe these
pictures will turn out to be crap. How disappointing would that be? You’re wanting and hoping
that this will be a successful shoot. You expect at least a few good photos.

I’m sure we’ve all found ourselves living out at these some aspects of this scenario. But what’s
wrong with this picture? What’s wrong is that we’re not really SEEING. Our awareness is
constricted by what we’re thinking, expecting, and wanting. The internal chatter and emotional
desires act like smoke that clouds our vision. We’re experiencing all the stuff going on inside our
heads and not much of what’s going on around us.



Mindfulness by any other name is still mindfulness

Even though they may not specifically use the word “mindfulness,” many of the great masters
talk about photography as awareness of the present moment in which we forget ourselves. We let
go of the goals, desires, expectations, techniques, and anxieties that make up who we in order to
more fully immerse ourselves into the experience of seeing. We open up our receptive awareness
to what the world offers us. Rather than being some objective observer trying to capture
something, we become the being that is in communion with the environment, that is IN the
world. We’re not looking for anything in particular. We’re not going anywhere in particular.
We’re not expecting or trying to control anything in particular. Instead, we’re wandering,
perhaps rather aimlessly, without a goal or purpose. We’re fully and naively open to the
possibility of the unexpected, the unique, the moment when things come together… to the flow
of life. Under these conditions, when we let go of the self, “it” appears to us. We don’t find and
take the picture. The photograph finds us. It takes itself. We unite with the scene not so we can
see a shot we want, but rather what the scene offers. The experience comes to us and the
photograph is simply the icing on the cake.

Pure, simple awarenesss with nothing else added

In Buddhism mindfulness is associated with the word
“sati” – one translation of which is “remembering.” We
remember the pure, simple, bare awareness we once knew
as a child. Have you ever seen an infant staring, with
fascination and delight, at a simple object, like a spoon?
The baby isn’t thinking about or expecting anything from
the spoon. She’s simply immersed in the joyful experience
of it, without any of the psychological and emotional
filters that distort our adult perceptions of the world. She
doesn’t even yet have the concept of “spoon” to get in the
way. As Monet said, “to see we must forget the name of
the thing we are looking at.” Photographers will similarly
talk about the childlike excitement of wandering through
a forest, a junkyard, or an old abandoned house, seeing
visual enchantment everywhere. In these situations, when
mindfulness blossoms, even the very basic, routine mental mechanisms that filter out
unnecessary stimulation and efficiently guide us through everyday living undergo
“deautomatization.” It’s a fancy psychological term, but it simply means that we see things we
would otherwise ignore because they seem irrelevant to the task at hand. We see things not in
terms of their utility or practical, abstract, or even personal meaning. We don’t even see them in
terms of color, tones, shapes, textures, or other visual concepts. We simply see them for what
they are. Shunryu Suzuki, a famous Zen teacher, spoke of the expert’s mind that fails to
recognize anything beyond his learned theories. It is the “beginner’s mind” – the fresh,
uncluttered baby’s mind – that realizes the possibilities the expert cannot. The famous western
psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion might add, we learn to see "without memory or desire."
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In photography, mindfulness is like observing something for the first time, even though you may
have looked at it a thousand times before. For example, when you’ve been away from home for a
long period, and then, upon returning, you suddenly notice things to which you had become so
accustomed that your eye failed to even register them any more – the decorations on the walls,
the color of the rug, the view out the window. It’s like that moment when you look at a family
member or close friend and suddenly realize that you are truly SEEING them, as if for the first
time, and not just looking numbly at them, as you usually do. Mindfulness is a deep kind of
knowing.

Stéphane Barbery, a French photographer living in Kyoto, whose photographs capture the mono
no aware and hors-temp aspects of reality according to Japanenese philosophy, has emphasized
photography as a process of "welcoming" soul, world, and beauty. This is a poetic way of thinking
about mindfulness in photography. It is a state of mind that is welcoming, receptive, and
openning up to the beautiful visual possibilities within the world, as well as to the many
dimensions of our mind and soul that enables us to see those possibilities.

Cultivating mindfulness involves “letting go.” Let go of expectations, straining, and rushing.
Chuang-Tzu said that “great understanding is broad and unhurried, little understanding is
cramped and busy.” It’s a matter of learning how to wait. Let go of blocked emotions, because
receptiveness to all feelings and sensations allows the eyes to open. Let go of forcing a shot if it’s
simply not working out – just move on. Let go of thinking, trying to figure things out, and
clinging to or rejecting anything. Accept whatever comes, good or bad. Let go of perfectionism,
evaluating yourself, and comparing yourself to others. Be patient with and accept who you are,
regardless of your photographic or personal shortcomings. Let go of things that seem to be
problems. Resisting only adds energy to them. Instead, embrace them as an opportunity. There
is no such thing as “bad” light, subjects, weather, or techniques for shooting. Investigate,
explore, experiment with what you see around you. Mindful photography is a “YES” experience
in which all aspects of life are affirmed as potential subjects. And after you’ve taken that great
shot, linger on the scene for a moment, to appreciate it fully for what it is. Let go of treating the
world as visual fodder for your photographic trophies.

How to cultivate mindfulness

I know I'm a bit guilty in waxing the poetic in what I've said so far about mindfulness. The
concept can become rather philosophical and mystical. So now let's get more practical. How
exactly can we cultivate this state of awareness?

Well, here's one way for sure: learn MINDFULNESS MEDITATION. You'll find lots of how-to
books and information online about it. It's not as weird, fuzzy-brained, or touchy-feely as you
might think. Not at all. Westerners have all sorts of misconceptions about meditation.
Mindfulness meditiation, in fact, is a very learnable, practical skill. I'll offer a heads-up, though:
it will be a challenge, because meditation requires practice and dedication. It will reveal who you
are as a person, including your problems - problems that no doubt affect your photography. If
you stick with it, the reward will be a big improvement not just in your photography, but in your
mental and physical well-being. If you still have any doubts about the effectiveness of this form
of meditation, consider the fact that easterners have been doing it for thousands of years as a
way to refine their skills in painting, calligraphy, sculpting, archery, and all forms of martial arts.



Of course, you don't HAVE to become a meditator to develop mindfulness. You can cultivate this
state of awareness during almost any activity that you might not have thought of as
"contemplative." When you're eating, walking, driving, showering, washing dishes, whatever -
simply be aware of your surroundings. Seemingly boring, mundane things can appear new and
fascinating. Notice the light, shadows, colors, textures, and patterns, even if and especially if you
don't have your camera. Taking a shot doesn't matter right now. In fact, it could get in the way
of mindfulness, especially if you tend to hide behind the camera rather than immerse yourself
into the scene, or if you think of the camera as a tool of power, control, purpose, and
accomplishment. During these everyday activities, just notice and appreciate how light works,
without any other thought or expectation that might get in the way of that clear perception.
Developing mindfulness can be that simple.

 

The qualities of mindfulness

Meditation teachers have outlined some of the qualitities of
mindfulness to help meditators recognize it when it happens.
The list is very useful for us photographers as well, when
we're doing photography or simply cultivating that state of
awareness during everyday activities. Mindfulness is:

- light, clear, easy, energetic (not ponderous, narrow, picky)

- reflective, like a mirror or a lake that reflects the sky and
landscape around it without analyzing or evaluating

- accepting, without judgment or criticism

- non-conceptual awareness, without categorizing, labeling,
comparing, contrasting

- pre-verbal awareness, words are not necessary

- present-time, “here and now” awareness, and not about
the future or past

- awareness of the flow of life and how everything changes

- non-egotistic awareness, it’s not about “I, me, mine”... It's not "I see and take a picture of a
flower" but rather simply "FLOWER!"

Some people recommend taking and looking at many photographs to widen your vision of
photography, to develop a sensivity for recognizing possibilities to be captured with your camera.
Without a doubt, mindfulness will draw on your continually expanding reservoir of visual
memories. When you're shooting, mindfulness will help you open up to all the possibilities you
have seen in your mind's eye. But mindfulness also goes deeper than memory and learned
perceptions. In it's purest form, it is seeing like you've never seen before. As Bion suggested, you
leave memory behind and enter a new, creative territory for observing the world around you.



The balance between minfulness & concentration 

In his book on mindfulness meditation, Henepola Gunaratana talks about how it is actually a
combination of mindfulness and concentration. Mindfulness is a process of opening up and
detecting something new, like highly sensitive peripheral vision. Concentration, on the other
hand, is a one-pointed awareness that zooms in to focus on an object, like a laser. In
photography as well meditation, the two work as partners to balance each other. In the state of
mindful awareness, you notice something in your field of view. Then, using the powers of
concentration, you consciously direct your awareness to it, sink into and explore it, and finally,
when doing photography, record it without memory or desire - not unlike the archer who
selflessly lets loose the arrow in that fully focussed moment of Zen awareness. Once the photo is
taken, your mindfulness opens up again to notice something different. During the shoot, the
process repeats itself over and over again, with mindfulness providing receptivity to the “big
picture” of new visual possibilities, while concentration guides the immersion into the selected
subject, culminating in the photograph. Mindfulness is inclusive, concentration is exclusive. If
you find yourself being overwhelmed by visual sensations - i.e., too much mindfulness, which can
happen to people with acute visual sensitivities – try boosting concentration. If you find yourself
slipping into a stupor-like focus on one thing, try returning to mindfulness.

A camera IS mindfulness

Photographers who practice mindfulness sometimes say that simply holding a camera can induce
this state of awareness. It is a kind of conditioning effect: your mind associates doing
photography with mindfulness. I might add that when we are mindfully aware of our
surroundings, we are doing photography, even if we don’t have a camera with us.
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Facial Asymmetry and "Character"

Symmetry as sexy

Research studies have concluded that symmetrical faces are perceived as more sexy, perhaps due
to the unconscious, evolution-determined assumption that healthy bodies grow with balanced
proportions. No doubt, when there are significant disruptions of the symmetry in a person’s face,
people will probably perceive that person as unattractive or downright ugly.

However, I suspect there are limits to how important such symmetry is. After all, no one's face is
perfectly symmetrical, including those of very beautiful people. So why does nature insist on at
least some asymmetry?

Manipulate your own face

Here’s an experiment you can try with Photoshop (or some other image-editing program), as I’ve
done with this image. Select the left side of your face, duplicate it, flip it horizontally, and then
merge it with the original left side of your face. Now your face is all left-side and perfectly
symmetrical. Do the same with the right side of your face to create an all right-side, perfectly
symmetrical visage.



 

You’ll discover that your all-left, all-right, and natural face look quite different. The biggest
difference is usually between the all-left and all-right faces. How would you describe the
personality of those two? Might they reflect different sides of your personality?

Maybe some asymmetry is sexy

Because your natural face is not exactly symmetrical, it tends to be a bit more complex and
subtle than the other two. It embodies and expresses both sides of your personality. It tends to
have a more interesting “character” – which is perhaps why Nature provided us with
asymmetrical faces.

When trying this experiment, use front or diffuse lighting to insure even exposure across your
entire face. Asymmetrical shadows will create artificial differences between the two sides of your
face (a problem I encountered with this image). Also make sure you shoot your face straight on.
If you shoot to one side, even just slightly off center, you might create subtle and artificial
differences in the shape of the left and right side of your face.

Left versus right brain

Psychological research on brain asymmetry suggests that the right side of the cerebral cortex is
associated with emotional and creative expressiveness, while the left side is the seat of rational
and logical thinking. Because the right side of the brain controls the left side of the face, while
the left side of the brain controls the right side of the face, the left side of the face might appear
more imaginative, intuitive, and emotive, while the right side seems more serious and analytical.
Portrait photographers will also tell you that people who are very familiar with their own faces
know which is their "best" side. We might explain that preference by how much they value the
emotional expressiveness versus rational thinking of right and left brain functions. We might
also hypothesize that obvious visual differences between the left and right side of the face reflects
discrepancies or poor communication between the creative/emotional and logical/analytical
sides of one's personality. The more symmetrical and "beautiful" face might be the one that more
effectively combines these two aspects of the psyche.
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Insights from the Rorschach Inkblots

When you look at this image, what do you see?

What stands out for you immediately and what do you notice afterwards? Where does your eye
linger the longest? Make a mental note of these things. Maybe even write them down.

There are many ways we could study what just happened with your perceptions. The creation of
photographs, including composition, is all about influencing how people view an image, so we
might make some good guesses about your perceptions based on how this particular picture was
constructed. However, regardless of how intentional the composition, people differ in how they
explore an image, especially when it’s complex or ambiguous, such as this one. The eye-tracking
equipment often used in research on vision could give us some objective data about where you
looked and for how long, but it couldn’t tell us exactly what you were responding to in that area.
We would need you to tell us that.

Response styles

Here’s where the classic inkblot test known as the Rorschach might be helpful to us. Contrary to
popular opinion, the modern technique for using this test doesn’t rely on some arcane or
mysterious interpretation by psychologists, as if they can peer into your psyche based on some



particular thing you see. Instead, the test is all about “response styles” – i.e., the different
tendencies in how people notice and react to various aspects of the inkblot. Even though some
people nowadays are very skeptical of the Rorschach’s validity as a psychological test, research
shows that different response styles are associated with particular personality characteristics.

Some responses to an image may be unconscious: you don’t realize that you are focusing on
some aspect of it - or if you do, you can’t exactly say why. These unconscious dimensions of
response style could say something about you. However, interpreting the results of the
Rorschach relies more on what you can verbalize about what you see. When you reflect upon
your reaction to an image, can you put into words what it is that you noticed? Psychologists
consider this ability to articulate your perceptions to be a valuable psychological resource.

So let’s try applying some of the insights from the Rorschach to photography. Ideas about this
test can help us understand how our personality styles are reflected in the way we create images
as well as in how we react to them – because the things you tend to notice about photos tend to
be the things you strive to create in your own. What’s also helpful about these insights is that
they make intuitive sense. As I mentioned earlier, they’re not based on some kind of obscure
psychobabble theory that only professionals understand. In fact, many artists and visual
designers will intuitively understand them.

Location

When you look at an inkblot, or any image, you might take
notice of large or obvious elements of it, small or unusual
details, or the whole thing in its entirety.

In this image, if you focused on what looks like the shadow of
a hand or the curly shapes in the background, a Rorschach
psychologist would call that a “large detail response.” When
people notice large or obvious elements of an image, they are
seeing what many other people will probably see. It’s practical,
realistic thinking, the ability to see the obvious and conventional, and “sticking to the facts.”

Sometimes people will notice much smaller or unusual details. In the image above, did you see
the flower shapes embedded in the swirls, or the tiny inkblot near the lower right corner (which
I just had to include, to tip my hat to the Rorschach!). These “small detail responses” suggest
vigilance, attentiveness to detail, the ability to see the unusual - or, if this perceptual tendency
becomes too extreme, it might indicate a preoccupation with trivia, obsessive thinking, and
sometimes paranoia.

Getting the big picture of what an image is about, or at least trying to, can be a sophisticated
psychological endeavor. For many photographs you might not find it too difficult to determine
what the entire scene is about. But when looking at complex, abstract, or ambiguous images,
formulating the “big meaning” requires some brainpower. Taking into consideration all its
various features, did you try to come up with some idea or story to make sense out of the image
above? Multiple exposure and composite photos really challenge us in this way. Some people try
to determine the relationship among the various elements of the image in order to figure out the
big picture; some don’t. Rorschach psychologists say that “whole responses” reflect the ability to
plan, see relationships, and synthesize things. The whole response might indicate creativity,
abstract thinking, and efforts to achieve.



Form (shape)

In most photographs it’s easy to identify the objects in them.
There’s a car, tree, dog, person. No big deal. It’s when the
elements of an image become more indistinct that things start
to get interesting. What exactly is that blurry area, that thing
hidden in the shadows, or that unusually shaped object?

The Rorschach test consists of inkblots that aren’t anything in
particular. They’re just inkblots. But the various shapes in the
inkblots might look like something. If what you see is what
most people see, that’s called a “good form response.” You react to that particular shape like lots
of people do. That’s a sign of healthy reality testing. You’re able to resonate with how most
people react to the world. You recognize the normal and conventional.

If you see a particular shape as being something that people usually don’t see, that’s a “poor form
response.” In small doses it might be a positive sign, perhaps indicating creativity and individual
uniqueness in perception. But if a person persistently sees things that others usually don’t, it
might suggest eccentricity, stubbornness, rebelliousness, poor reality testing, and even psychosis.

In the image above, did you perceive that shadowy shape as a hand? Many people probably do.
That’s good reality testing. If you saw it as legs, cow utters, or a sideways crown, maybe you’re a
creative or idiosyncratic thinker. If someone perceived it as Elvis riding a golf cart, we might
worry about his reality testing. It just doesn’t look like that.

Movement

Inkblots and photos are static images. Nothing is actually
moving. If you perceive motion, that’s a sophisticated
projection of your imagination. Perceiving humans moving is a
sign of mature thinking, intelligence, and creativity (as long as
it’s a good form response). Perceiving animals in motion
indicates underlying needs and drives. Perceiving the
movement of inanimate things reveals stress and anxiety.

I’m not sure how well all of these principles translate into
photography. Sensing motion in realistic photos that clearly portray the movement of people,
animals, and things requires some imagistic knowledge of how action looks, but not the same
kind of cognitive versatility as seeing movement in inkblots. Perhaps these principles might
apply to abstract pictures, ambiguous images, or photos in which people, animals, and things are
not obviously in motion but one might perceive them that way.

A skilled photographer knows how to use compositional techniques to create the sensation of
movement – for example, receding lines and visual rhythms created by repeating patterns. We
might question whether focusing on these elements of composition indicates underlying anxiety
and stress, as a Rorschach psychologist would conclude about perceiving inanimate movement in
an inkblot. But I don’t think we would question the idea that photographers who create or notice
such motion in an image are operating at a higher or at least unique level of cognitive
sophistication than those who do not. Surely, it’s a sign of visual creativity and intelligence, as
well as an indicator of subtle kinesthetic sensitivities.



If you take any of these ideas about movement that make sense to you, how would you apply
them to what you noticed about the image above? Did you perceive motion in the shadowy hand,
the fabric surfaces, or the flowers and curly abstract shapes?

Color

It probably comes as no surprise to anyone interested in the
visual arts that we humans associate colors with emotions. So
too Rorschach psychologists suggest that reacting to the colors
of an inkblot indicates a tendency to be aware of and express
emotion. We might notice the same tendencies in people who
respond to color when examining photos or who focus on it
when creating their images.

Psychologists also suggest the importance of how people
combine color and form responses during the Rorschach test. When people emphasize the shape
of an inkblot and then mention its colors, that’s a good sign. They have a clear picture of reality,
into which they appropriately infuse emotion. If they react to the colors first and then mention
shape, or they talk about colors without mentioning shape at all, perhaps emotions dominate
over rational thinking in their lives. If they never mention color, they might suppress their
awareness or expression of emotion.

How might these ideas apply to photography? Are colors clearly bounded within shapes, or do
they run past those boundaries? What’s the difference between pictures that are all about color
with very little or ambiguous shapes (as in some abstracts) and pictures that contain no color at
all? Think about how you reacted to the image above, whether the shapes and/or colors stood
out in your mind.

These ideas might be useful when thinking about the differences between color and black-and-
white photography, and people’s preferences concerning them. Although some enthusiasts will
argue strongly for the emotional superiority of black-and-white photography, color photos do
tend to express more emotion for many people, whereas black-and-white images tend to
emphasize shape while creating a more serious and rational atmosphere.

Shading

When you first looked at the image at the beginning of this
chapter, did its shading stand out for you?

While responding to the Rorschach cards, some people focus
on shading. In both colorless and colored areas, shading is the
change in lightness and darkness of the inkblots. It’s usually
noticed in colorless areas and is related to what photographers
call “grayscale” or “tonal range.” These shading responses, as
well as dwelling on the “black” areas within the inkblots, tend
to associated with stress, anxiety, or depression.

 



Here we need to be cautious about over-generalizing this conclusion as it applies to
photography. People who notice tonal range and shading aren’t necessarily stressed out, anxious,
or depressed people. However, these states of mind might be important for people who focus
intensely on shading or blackness when they create and react to images. If you want to construct
an image that conveys a depressive or anxious mood, you might consider emphasizing its
shading and blackness.

Texture

An interesting type of shading response on the Rorschach is
the texture response. People look at a shaded area of the
inkblot and use tactile sensations to describe its surface – such
as smooth, rough, grainy, sharp, furry, and bumpy. Research
suggests that such perceptions correspond to the stress
associated with loneliness and a lack of contact comfort.
People separated from loved ones tend to show an increase in
texture responses on the Rorschach.

When people focus on texture in photography, consider the possibility that they might have a
sensitivity to tactile stimulation, contact comfort, and moods related to isolation.

White Space

A person taking the Rorschach is asked to look at the inkblots
and say what it might be. Sometimes people instead focus on
the white space between or around the areas of the inkblot and
tell you what it looks like. It’s a very subtle and usually
unconscious way of defying the instructions for the test, which
is why a white space response might indicate oppositional,
passive-aggressive, or rebellious tendencies. It also might also
reflect an ability to notice the unusual.

In photography the correlate of white space is “negative space” – the seemingly unimportant or
empty areas around and between the main elements of the image. What does it say about people
who concentrate on white space in creating and viewing photos? I’d be cautious about saying
they are oppositional or passive-aggressive, unless they make a habit of focusing on negative
space while paying little attention to the subjects of the image - or, when friends show them a
picture of their baby, they immediately start talking about how they find the blurry shrubbery in
the background interesting.

Photographers and artists will tell you that the ability to see and work with negative space is
crucial to good composition, but it’s an advanced skill. Indeed, it requires cognitive dexterity in
noticing the unusual, in focusing on that which is not supposed to be the focus but which
intrinsically shapes the intended focus.



Orientation

During the Rorschach testing session the psychologist hands the inkblot
card to the person in the standard "landscape" position. Many people
keep the card in that orientation when they give their responses.
However, some people, after describing their perceptions of the inkblots
in this standard position, then rotate the card to a sideways orientation
or even upside down to see what it looks like in those orientations.

Such people like to experiment with different perspectives on viewing the
world. Some photographers also enjoy taking photos with the camera
rotated, or they might rotate or invert their images in an editing program
to create a unique and often unusual perspective on the scene.

Symmetry

Because inkblots are created by splattering ink on paper and
then folding the paper in half, they are symmetrical. Most
people don’t explicitly comment on this symmetry, but those
who do tend to be self-reflective and introspective. Might this
also be true of people who enjoy creating symmetry in their
photos or who focus on it when viewing the images created by
others? Photos containing symmetry do tend to convey an
introspective feeling, especially images of reflections in water,
glass, and other surfaces.

Blends

I’ve talked about each of these aspects of the Rorschach
individually, but what does it mean when people incorporate
many of them into a single photo they created, or when they
notice all of them in a photo taken by someone else? When a
single perception of an inkblot includes form, movement,
color, and shading, psychologists call it a “blend.” They
consider blends a sign of complex, sophisticated thinking. The
person has the ability to draw on a variety of perceptual
resources. This might also be true in photography.

Extensions and Limits of the Insights

The Rorschach is considerably more complex than the few ideas I mention in this article. An
accurate interpretation of the test results involves a sophisticated process of analyzing patterns
and trends across the whole set of responses a person gives to all the inkblots. Any one response
to any particular inkblot may not mean anything. This conclusion probably holds true for
photography as well. Patterns and trends will tell us more about a photographer than any one
image they create or to which they react.



These patterns and trends are not easily controlled by conscious effort. They’re intrinsic to one’s
unique perceptual and personality style. For this reason, understanding some aspects of the
Rorschach will probably not make a big difference in how you would respond if you actually took
the test. You can only see what you see. In photography as well we tend to react to images the
way our lives and psyche have conditioned us to see them. To improve our skills in photography,
we become more aware of that conditioning. We learn how to expand the range of our perceptual
repertoire. By doing so, we probably change as people too.

The Rorschach is designed to explore an individual’s perceptual and personality style. In this
article I’ve suggested that we can use photographs for the same purpose. I’d also like to
emphasize how these insights from the Rorschach can be applied in shaping the experience that
a photo might create in its viewers. We can produce a limitless range of moods and sensations in
images by the wide variety of ways we might combine form, movement, color, shading, texture,
negative space, and symmetry. That’s what photography is all about.

Of course, we don’t want to be too authoritative about these insights from the Rorschach. They
aren’t facts carved in stone that are true for everyone. People are just too complex for any such
rigid rules. But there’s no doubt in my mind that these ideas provide some interesting and useful
points of departure to explore photography, and ourselves.
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The Psychological Impact of Image Streams

In this media rich age of ours, a steady stream of images flows past our eyes everyday.

How do we react to this flood of visual stimulation? 
How much of it registers in our conscious as well as unconscious mind? 
What captures our attention, and what doesn’t?

These are the kinds of questions that intrigue me as a psychologist who studies the impact of
images in contemporary media, particularly in online photo-sharing communities where
photographers can click past hundreds of pictures in a matter of minutes. And so I set out to
conduct some research that might shed light on these questions.

In several of my undergraduate psychology classes, I presented a slide show of 200 numbered
photographs at the rather rapid pace of five seconds each. The images included a wide variety of
types, such as landscapes, animals, architecture, street scenes, still life, abstracts, people, and
portraits. Before the slide show began, I asked the students to jot down the numbers of any
images that stood out for them, to which they found themselves having a significant positive or
negative reaction, for whatever reason. Once the slide show ended, I asked them to close their
eyes, then allow one of the images from the slide show to surface into their awareness.

After giving them a few moments to focus on this image, I directed their attention to an
instruction sheet that encouraged them to write down what they remembered of the photo and
to describe their reactions to several questions that Judy Weiser often used in her approach to
psychotherapy that she called “phototherapy,” such as: What thoughts, feelings, or memories
come to mind about this image? If you could go into this photo, what would you say or do? What
would you change about this image? What message might this photo be giving you?

Here are some of my conclusions from that study...

 

 



 

Our conscious mind goes numb, but not our unconscious mind

It was clear that the number of photos that stood out for the students faded over the course of
the slide show. This suggests that when we are flooded with images in the media, we do become
a bit numb to it all. It made me think of movies that are chock full of special effects: we start off
thinking “wow” and by the end of the movie we’re yawning. However, when the slide show ended
and I asked the students to allow any one of the photos to surface into awareness, the images
they remembered seemed to be randomly distributed throughout the whole slide show. That, I
thought, was very interesting. Inviting something to surface into one's mind encourages the
unconscious to take over. So even though the student’s conscious mind tended to become a bit
numb to the parade of pictures, their unconscious mind remembered images that could have
appeared anywhere in the slide show. The unconscious mind does not become numb. It’s ready
to notice something interesting in a stream of visual stimulation.

There are high and low responders

Some students listed many photos as standing out for them during the slide show, while others
listed very few. Clearly, some people react more strongly, or at least more frequently, to an
ongoing stream of images than other people. We might therefore conclude that there are “high
responders” and “low responders” to continual visual stimulation. For the images that surfaced
into awareness after the slide presentation, the low responders tended to react to these recalled
photos with feelings of worry, anxiety, and fear, a need to withdraw into sleep, and a desire for
relaxation. These results made me wonder whether the numbness some people develop to the
ongoing stream of visual stimulation in the media can be penetrated by images that trigger
anxiety or the need for relief from it – images that might linger in their mind and surface later
on. On the other hand, almost all of the high responders who listed many standout images
during the slide show later recalled a photo that triggered ideas about happy and loving
relationships with friends and family, which rarely happened among the low responders. Perhaps
a history of fulfilling relationships encourages us to respond more readily to a variety of life
experiences as depicted in the proliferate images of our media.

Individual differences trump visual design and concept

The photographs ranged from acceptable to excellent composition. Some portrayed
straightforward benign ideas (e.g., a path curving through woods), while others depicting
puzzling and even bizarre scenes (e.g., a clown in a graveyard, holding a duck and taking a
photograph of the viewer). Curiously, these differences in the “pop” of visual design and concept
didn’t make a difference in what images the subjects recalled after the slide show. Some of the
recalled images had pop and some were quite mundane. For example, despite the fact that the
graveyard clown was one of the top 20 images that stood out for the students during the slide
show, only one person recalled this photo afterwards. In fact, there was very little overlap in
what specific images the students remembered after the slide presentation, and only half of the
top 20 images that stood out during the slide show were later recalled after the slide show
ended. What might this finding suggest? Perhaps the pop of visual design and concept has an
immediate conscious impact on what stands out for people as they view an ongoing stream of
images, but what they later recall, what lingers in their minds, and most probably in their
unconscious, is determined more by their individual personalities and backgrounds. 



We long for oneness and tranquility

The most common reaction the students discussed concerning the images they recalled after the
slide show was a kind of symbiotic desire for a state of “peacefulness, joy, contentment, love,
relaxation, comfort, security, oneness, rejuvenation, synchronization, immersion, and pure
tranquility” (to use their words). This desire for a peaceful and happy feeling of belonging
occurred in reaction to images of nature, as well as to a variety of other types of images,
including those pictures that stirred ideas about joining with friends and family members,
sleeping peacefully, immersing into books, and becoming one with sport activities and the team.
Some of the students longed for a release from the stresses and demands of our contemporary,
multitasking, forever-busy lifestyle, and a return to a state of simplicity, clearness of mind, and
presence in the here and now. In some cases it seemed to be an intrinsic spiritual need,
regardless of the stress level in one’s life. Paradoxically, contemporary media continually
bombard us with a never-ending stream of fantastic, supercharged, and exciting images, when
what really attracts people is simply a return to a state of oneness and tranquility.

Negative emotions are stimulated by dream-like images

After the slide show ended, only ten students recalled a photo that stirred exclusively negative
emotions. There were three basic themes: being attacked by a threatening figure, loss of a loved
one, and being restrained or trapped, either by some external force or by one’s own limitations. I
found it interesting that all of these images were not realistic looking photographs, but rather
surrealistic, dark, or blurry scenes, much like one would experience in dream-like states of
consciousness, as in nightmares. What might this suggest? Perhaps many of us usually defend
against remembering images in the media that arouse negative feelings, but if an image does
break through those protective barriers, it will more likely succeed when it simulates
unconscious, dream-like modes of perception, or it will succeed for those people who are more
susceptible to these dream-like styles of thinking.

It’s meant to be like this

Of all the questions posed to the students about the photos they remembered after the slide
show, most intriguing were their reactions to this one: “What would you change about this
image?” If they did respond to this question, they almost always said they would change nothing.
That made sense when they associated positive feelings and memories with the photo, but even
in cases when the image triggered negative emotions, the students still tended to say that they
would not change anything about the photo. A few people remarked that if they could enter the
picture, they would provide some kind of assistance or support to the person in the photo who
appeared distressed, and yet they would still not change the image itself. “It’s meant to be like
this,” one student said. I found this quite profound, because it supports what many
photographers say about their work, including and perhaps especially their images that capture a
moment depicting suffering in the human condition. This is the way it was, and for that moment,
this is the way it’s supposed to be.
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Photos Remembered and Forgotten

After you take a series of photographs – during
what we photographers call a “shoot” – some of
those pictures you’ll definitely remember later
on. You’ll also forget some or maybe many of
them. Did you ever wonder why some shots stand
out in your memory while others elude it? 

A Research Study

That’s the fascinating question one of my
students, Adam Natoli, brought to my attention
and wanted to explore in a research study,
perhaps the first of its kind, to my knowledge.

The methods we used were relatively simple.
Seven college students served as volunteers,
including five females and two males. They were
given a film camera and instructed to take, over
the course of one day, 24 shots of “anything you
find interesting, or that feels important to you
and/or your life.” After finishing, they gave the
camera back.

One week later, Adam interviewed the subjects.
First, he asked them what photos they
remembered taking. He placed those photos in
front of the subjects and allowed them to look
over the shots for five minutes. Then he asked a
series of questions about the pictures, such as
“What were you thinking and what was
happening when you took these photos?”…“What
thoughts and feelings immediately come to mind
about them”… “If these photos could speak, what
would they tell or ask you?”… “What are some
ways these photos connect to you as a person?”

The subjects were then shown the photographs
they had forgotten and asked the same questions.

What did we discover about remembered versus
forgotten photos, or, what Adam refers to as “conscious” 
versus “unconscious” photos? Let’s take a look at the study's results.



It’s all about feelings

The first finding is one that psychologists have long known about memory in general.
EMOTIONS determine what we remember and what we “forget.” If an event in our lives doesn’t
generate any particular emotion, it’s not a very powerful candidate for being recalled later on.
However, the fascinating thing about emotions, especially strong ones, is that they might result
in an event becoming forever burned into our memory, or they might be forgotten - “suppressed”
or “repressed” some psychologists would say - BECAUSE they are so powerful.

These principles hold true for photography. If you take a photo of something that catches your
eye – maybe the subject involves a pleasing color or composition – you might not remember it
later on it if it generated very little emotion. Even though the participants in Adam’s study were
instructed to take photos of things that felt interesting or important to them, they did take
photos that were forgotten a week later simply because they didn’t generate much emotion (e.g.,
shots of a participant’s shoes, cell phone, juice boxes, a fish tank).

The participants tended to recall photos that generated strong positive feelings. One woman
struggling with a chronic pain condition remembered a photo she had taken of the sky – an
image that helped her feel calm. In a previous research project in which I showed subjects a
slideshow and afterwards asked them what images they remembered, most subjects tended to
remember pictures that generated positive feelings of calmness, contentment, security, and love
(see the article “The psychological impact of image streams”).

The woman with chronic pain had forgotten a shot of a subject with her head down on a table,
which reminded the woman of feeling tired, gloomy, and worn out – a finding which supports
the idea that people might forget photos that generate negative feelings. But if people need to
suppress or repress the memory of photos that create upsetting feelings, why do they take those
shots in the first place? Wouldn’t they consciously or unconsciously want to overlook those
scenes?

It's therapeutic

Here enters what people call “therapeutic photography.” It is a well-known fact among
psychotherapists, as well as photographers who use their camera as a tool for personal insight
and growth, that taking shots of upsetting subjects might help you become more aware of and
master the various feelings associated with those things. Therefore, it’s not surprising that the
person suffering from chronic pain would take a photo of something that disturbed her. A week
later, however, when she forgot that disturbing image, she did remember the photo of the sky,
perhaps because it was the remedy for the negative feelings. She might have suppressed the
memory of the negative image, while her mind preferred to recall the photo of the sky that helps
her cope with and transcend those negative feelings.

In some cases subjects did recall an image associated with negative emotions IF that aspect of
the person’s life had improved. For example, one subject had recently ended a problematic
relationship with a boyfriend. In the study, she remembered a photo depicting him along with
her two dogs. During the interview, when Adam asked if there was anything she would like to
change about the photo, she said that she would remove her ex from it, just as she had removed
him from her life. Some people might recall photos of negative situations if they have remedied
that situation, or if they have begun to do so.



Premeditation and Spontaneity

The participants tended to remember those photos that required more effort to take, as in shots
of carefully arranged objects or having to turn on a flash in a dark room. It’s very likely that
experienced photographers will also more likely remember these kinds of premeditated shots
that required more time and skill. That exertion no doubt reflects the psychological importance
of the subject to the photographer. You’re only going to spend a lot of energy on a shot that is
meaningful to you, so your remembering that photo later on has been charged by two factors:
premeditated effort AND the emotional motivation that drove it.

One participant in the study also remembered a “decisive moment” shot. The term, as originally
proposed by the famous photojournalist Henri Carter-Bresson, refers to photos that weren’t
planned or taken for a specific conscious purpose. Instead, they are shots taken spontaneously of
something that suddenly catches the attention of the photographer. It is a moment when the
visual and emotional elements of a scene spontaneously - and only briefly - come together in
perfect resonance. People often feel that they have succeeded in capturing the fleeting instant
that is the visual and psychological essence of the scene before them.

In the case of this participant, a glimpse of a fountain through some trees caught his eye. The
movement of the water at that moment contrasted strongly with the stillness around it. The shot
he quickly took reminded him of his hopes to stand out in his applications to graduate schools,
just as the fountain stood out from its surroundings.

Such photos are remembered due to the excitement, meaning, and emotion embedded in the
picture. While some of the meanings and emotions might be conscious for the person, others
might be unconscious. In fact, those unconscious feelings probably motivated the spontaneous
action to take the shot.

Memory is Complex

Decades of research in psychology have shown that memory is a complex mental activity – far
too complex to summarize here. Concerning what photos we remember or forget, there are a
variety of questions to consider that were not specifically addressed in the study we conducted.

- Does skill level and experience as a photographer affect one’s memory of a shoot?

- Might there be differences in recalled versus forgotten images among various types of
photography, for example: street, nature, event, portrait, and therapeutic photography?

- Does your personality style and life experiences influence what you remember and what you
forget? (e.g., differences in stress, busyness, introspectiveness, the ability to concentrate, or the
tendency to repress feelings)

- Is the order in which people remember photos from a shoot significant?

- Does the “instructional set” for a shoot affect one’s memory of it – e.g., “take pictures of
anything” versus “take pictures of things that are very emotional for you.”

- How does the ability to review images in camera LCD screens affect what we remember and
what we forget.



- How would the recall of photos be affected by the number of shots taken, the amount of time
spent on the shoot, and the amount of time between the shoot and when the person is asked to
recall the photos (the longer the interval of time, the more life experiences during that interval
might affect memory).

Remembering and forgetting is not an either/or phenomenon. We forget, suppress, and repress
in varying degrees. The more time you spend reflecting on a shoot, the more you discuss it with
other people, and the kinds of practical and psychological questions they ask you about it, might
all determine what you will be able to recall.

We might never pinpoint all the factors that determine what shots we remember and which one’s
we forget. An image that you fancy for a while in your memory could very well fade away over
time. A photo that you didn’t think too much of at first could eventually become fixed in your
mind for a lifetime. In both cases, you might never fully understand why.
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Part 2: The Psychology of Composition

 

In this section we'll extend the ideas
discussed in Part 1 by examining some of
the essential features of good composition.
What are the psychological elements that
make a photograph interesting?

Composition is discussed in other books
about art and photography. Here we'll
expand the usual definitions of this concept
by taking a peek into its underlying
psychological dimensions. The principles of
composition evolved for a good reason:
they address the human need for unity,
order, and emotional expression. They
activate the mind’s natural ability to make
sense out of things by stimulating
associations from everyday life, by
encouraging us to ask, “What does this
remind me of?”

 The big picture of composition
 Camera angles
 Selective color
 Viewpoint
 Symmetry
 Diptychs
 Balance
 Rule of Thirds
 The Golden Spiral
 Square format

 Cropping and the frame
 Abstract photographs
 Negative space
 Circular compositions
 Movement in photographs
 Body language in photography
 Geometric and organic patterns
 Symbolism: What does it mean?
 Dyads (two shots)





The Big Picture of Composition

 

“Good composition!”

You’ve heard that comment many times. It’s a nice compliment, but what exactly does it mean?

It's how something is made up

Generally speaking, the word “composition” refers to the way in which something is made up,
the way individual parts are put together to construct a whole. In art and music, it is the plan,
placement, or arrangement of elements to create a work. While composing paintings and music,
artists have carte blanche to add whatever elements they wish to the canvas or sheet music. For
traditional photography, the process is more limiting. To create good composition,
photographers must carefully frame a preexisting and often visually complex scene, usually by
following the three most basic rules of good composition: simplify, simplify, simplify.

Fortunately, the digital age has now given photographers the same flexibility as artists in other
media. With the right image processing tools, using what some call image manipulation, you can
add and subtract elements as much as you like while creating the image.

 



 

The rules (guidelines) about composition

How should elements be arranged to create good composition? That’s a complex, elusive
question. Entire books have been devoted to it, including many sections of this one you are
reading right now. There are traditional principles to guide us, such as the rule of thirds and the
golden ratio. Some people even say there is a kind of grammar and literacy in visual design, just
as there is in writing. Mastery of that grammar enables you to create an image that has a
pleasing sense of proportions and balance of the individual elements. Always seeking order and
pattern, the human mind appreciates a composition that offers it, especially when that design is
not immediately obvious, but instead subtle, registering on an almost subconscious level

Although some speak about the rules of good composition, which the masters of classic painting
outlined for us, we probably should think of them as guidelines. Compulsivity about doing the
“right” thing can lead to compositions that are a bit stiff, predictable, and boring. Following the
traditional guidelines will usually result in an image that many people will find aesthetically
acceptable, but breaking the rules might produce intriguingly creative compositions that will
surprise and delight people, especially those who already know the "rules."

How it all comes together as a whole

I like to think of good composition as more than just how the individual parts are arranged to fit
together. At the most sophisticated level, it entails how all the elements of the image – color,
texture, shading, lines, perspective, depth of field, etc. -  come together to express the idea,
meaning, feeling, or subject matter of the image. When creating an image, it’s always helpful to
ask oneself, “Does this element support the idea?” A soft focus portrait will not accurately
capture the edgy personality. Regardless of how beautiful low key photography can be, shooting
a dark photograph of a party will not reinforce the idea that everyone had fun.

In truly exceptional composition, all the elements come together to create a sense of unity. They
support each other in producing a Big Picture where the whole is greater than the sum of its
parts. They complement each other by expressing different nuances of meaning concerning the
subject matter.  Great masters have said that in the perfect composition, nothing can be added
and nothing taken away. The image is complete unto itself. For the viewer, it just “feels right,”
even though they may not be able to verbalize why.

 The Rule of Thirds 
 Breaking Rules 
 Symbolism: What Does It Mean? 

 



Camera Angles

I like to think of camera angles in four basic ways.

1. Vertical orientations: What’s the up-or-down position that you’re taking relative to the
subject? Are you above, below, or at the same level of the subject? In other words, are you taking
the shot at a level, high, or low angle? Photographers usually refer to this vertical variable as
“camera height.”

2. Horizontal orientations: On the plane of space circling around the subject, are you
standing in front, behind, or to the side? Of course, this assumes that the subject or scene has a
front and back, which would be the case with people, animals, buildings, rooms, cars, or other
objects that seem to be in motion or that we tend to anthropomorphize. In other situations, like
landscapes, the concepts of “front” and “back” might not apply.

3. Tilted orientations: We usually experience the world as lines and shapes organized in
relationship to the ground or a surface that is horizontally level. Even if you tilt your head to one
side or the other, the scene around you still tends to register in your mind as a level plane, which
just goes to show you how robust human perception is. But if you tilt a camera to one side or
another while taking a shot, the resulting photo portrays a scene that appears unnaturally
slanted up or down. That’s a unique aspect of the photographic image. 

4. Field of View: Sometimes called the angle of view or the angle of coverage, the field of view
is simply the area of the scene and subject that you can see through the viewfinder and in the
resulting shot. Is it a big or narrow area being portrayed? The difference in angle of view
determines how far into a scene you are going, how much you are immersed into the details or
individual subjects within the scene. They include the long or wide view, the medium view, and
the narrow view or close-up.

Psychological Impact: In the sections that follow, I’ll talk about these different camera
angles, their impact on human perception, and the psychological meanings we associate with
them. The emotional impact of any particular camera angle might change significantly by how
you combine it with another – for example a front shot of a subject from a low position versus a
front shot from a high position. In this article, I’ll focus mostly on the psychological aspects of a
particular type of camera angle without describing in detail the numerous ways camera angles
could be combined for an almost limitless variety of subtle effects.

Subjective or Objective: One issue that will surface for many of these camera angles is
whether it’s subjective or objective – a distinction that has often been made in traditional
cinematography, as discussed, for example, by Joseph Mascelli in his classic book The Five C’s of
Cinematography. A subjective camera angle immerses us into the sensations and feelings of the
scene and subject, as if we are part of that experience, while an objective camera angle
encourages us to remain more distant and neutral, like an observer of the situation. The
subjective camera angle is more likely to elicit a particular psychological and emotional reaction
from the viewer, while the objective angle is more impartial. 



The Level Angle (vertical orientation)

For a level camera angle with humans
and animals, we’re shooting at the
eye level of the subject. With people,
it’s the natural way to view the
person. It shows people the way we
would expect to see them in real life.
Psychologically, we’re seeing eye-to-
eye with the person. We feel equal
status and power with them, like a
peer. When we kneel down to shoot
subjects who are sitting, the resulting
photo appears as if we’re sitting too,
rather than standing above them. In
fact, with the photo on the right, this
was exactly the case. When I took
this shot, I too was siting with my
friend Bill while enjoying a cigar.

The level angle is one type of subjective camera angle because the shot encourages the viewer to
identify with the subject. If the subject is a tall or short person, that aspect of their appearance is
eliminated as we see eye-to-eye with them. If the subject is a child or animal, we get down to
capture them at their level of experience rather than shoot from the higher adult or human point
of view. In the case of objects and scenes that exist above our usual position, like a kite caught in
a tree, or objects and scenes typically below us, like toys lying on the floor, the level camera angle
brings us up or down to experience that scene as if we’re part of it.

Because the level camera angle typically feels natural, especially in photos of adults and most of
the environments we encounter on a daily basis from our usual standing or sitting position, the
viewer of the photo might not even consciously perceive it as an “angle,” unlike the other types of
camera angles.

The High Angle (vertical orientation)

Portrait photographers often recommend taking a slightly high
camera angle during head shots, usually just above the
subject’s eye level. The eyes will seem larger and more
emphasized because they are closer to the camera and appear
above the center of the resulting photo. This type of angle will
also cause the nose, lower face, chin, and especially the body,
to appear smaller, which might be the desired effect for some
subjects – for example, if you want to slim down the person’s
body or make a tall person appear shorter. The person’s hair
will also be emphasized, and in some cases, as in bald men, the
subject might seem more “brainy” because the top of the head
will appear larger.

 



A higher camera angle, while shooting straight downward onto the subject looking up, might
result in the popular caricature portrait where the top of the head and eyes are obviously
exaggerated, while the much smaller body and legs seem to jut comically out of the head. A wide
angle lens amplifies the quirky and sometimes humorous effect.

Generally speaking, if you want to deemphasize something in your shot, raise the camera so that
everything underneath the center of the frame will appear smaller.

High camera angles can make the subject appear to be in an inferior position relative to your
dominant and more powerful point of view. The subject is smaller, less significant, and
diminished, while you are the giant. You are literally and figuratively “looking down on them.”
High camera angles work well to enhance the idea that the subject is submissive, humiliated,
vulnerable, powerless, fallen, being beaten down, or injured. In the photo on the previous page,
my daughter, exhausted from a long walk, crashes on the couch. The high camera angle enhances
the feeling of her dropped down into her withdrawal world of napping.

Taken from significantly high camera angles, like
at the top of stairs or upper floors of a building, a
photo can create sensations of freedom,
transcendence, and " above it all.” You feel
omniscient by being able to see the Big Picture
and all the action within it. As a more objective
rather than immersive point of view, you become
the unseen observer, uninvolved, distant. The
subject or object being photographed might
appear swallowed up by the setting; they become
a small part of the larger picture.

The “bird’s-eye-view” shows a scene from directly
overhead at a very high position, as from a high
building or airplane. Once familiar scenes might
at first be unrecognizable from this strange and
unnatural point of view, as in this photo of fields,
plateaus, and clouds from a jet flight. You see
large, expansive areas compacted into a small
field of view. Everything looks small, flattened,
and squat, even things that your conscious mind
knows are massive, like mountains, trees and
buildings. People seem insignificant, as if they are ants. This angle can truly create that
transcendent, god-like point of view. If you’re afraid of heights, it might even feel unnatural,
disorienting, and anxiety-provoking.

At extreme heights, as when taking photos from an airplane window, the scene below might
become so unrecognizable that the resulting image transposes into abstract lines, textures,
colors, and patterns.

 



The Low Angle (vertical orientation)

If you take a full length portrait of a standing
person from your standing position, the subject
will tend to look a bit unnaturally squat,
assuming you’re about the same height of that
person. For this reason, when taking full length
portraits of a standing subject, the basic rule of
thumb for making people look natural in their
height and perspective is to place the camera at
the center of the framed shot, which means
shooting at a slightly low angle. Hold the
camera at about the subject’s waist level, which
is the center of the frame that you see in the
viewfinder. When you take the photo from a
slightly lower angle, below the waist level, the
person will appear taller, which comes in handy
for short movie actors who want to enhance
their stature and politicians who desire the
appearance of power. But be aware of the
possible negative effect of looking up someone’s
nose. For a dramatic effect, which would be
emphasized even more by a wide angle lens,
take the photo from a level low to the ground. The subject will appear dramatically and maybe
even unnaturally tall. The view might even feel as if they are laying on their back, looking up.

Whatever it is you’re photographing – be it human on not - low shots, as a type of subjective
camera angle, create the feeling that the subject is big, high, powerful, dominant, imposing,
authoritative, or menacing. In the photo of the young women on the monkey bars, there is a
sense of empowerment, freedom, and flight. Standing up, the young man is actually above them,
but the fact that he's further away from me in my low camera angle position makes him appear
smaller than the young women, which emphasizes their power.

The viewer of low camera angle photos might feel weak, powerless, insecure, helpless, or
overwhelmed in relation to the subject. You are in the position of the child, or standing in the
land of the giants. You are, literally, “looking up” to the subject, perhaps out of respect.

Low camera angles of a person or object above us tends to isolate the subject from the
surroundings. The sky or a ceiling forms the backdrop, against which the subject stands. That
can be a convenient camera angle for eliminating an otherwise distracting or irrelevant
environment. The minimalist background might take the subject out of context or accentuate the
importance, distinctiveness, and power of the subject. In some cases the low angle might be
disorienting, which could be a good or bad thing, depending on the intent of the shot.

In cities or landscapes, the very low camera angle can create feelings of awe, wonder, excitement,
or being overwhelmed by the grandeur of one’s surroundings. In a garden or room, a very low
camera angle will help the viewer appreciate the scene from the perspective of a cat, dog, or
insect. Flowers and chairs look huge. Ordinary aspects of the environment not noticed or
appreciated from a standing position, especially the underside of things, now take on intensified
importance.



When shooting from a low camera angle with a wide angle lens, including a nearby subject and a
background extending into the distance – e.g., a foreground flower with a desert landscape
reaching towards distant mountains - the resulting image acquires a theatrical story-telling
quality. Here, right in front of us, is the subject, but we see it within an expansive scene that
provides us the background context of where this subject fits in, where it might have come from,
where it is going, and why it might be here.

 

The Front Angle (horizontal orientation)

When you shoot from the front of a subject,
you’re assuming a straight-on, matter-of-fact,
no-nonsense approach. It might even seem like
an honest, non-deceptive point of view.

If the subject is looking into the camera, you
and the subject are head-on and face-to-face.
You’re aware of the subject and the subject is
aware of you – assuming, of course, the subject
is a sentient being. Even if it’s not, the front
angle is more likely than any other camera angle
to give the impression that a non-sentient
subject IS aware of you. When you shoot a car
straight on, it’s hard to resist the idea that its
headlights are looking right back at you. Shoot it
from the side and you’re unlikely to perceive it
as sensing your presence via peripheral
awareness, as you might with a human subject.

In studies of human and animal behavior,
especially in primates and canines, psychologists
talk about the “full face threat.” The straight-on
approach to the subject - body facing body,
eyeball to eyeball - might feel challenging or
confrontational. The front angle can be used to
create that effect in a photo, mostly if the subject appears uncertain, submissive, or anxious. If
the subject in the photo appears assertive, confrontational, or aggressive, you the viewer might
feel the anxiety of the full face threat. In this photo of a adolescent, the front camera angle joins
forces with her cocky head, folded arms, and leaning body to warn us about her cocky attitude.

When subject is not looking into the camera, the front angle might still convey that no-nonsense
feeling that “I’m right here before you, looking at you.” The photographer and viewer of the
photo are making their presence known. The subject, even though looking away, might seem
aware of our presence, or, at the very least, can easily become aware of our standing right there
in front of them. We might attribute psychological meaning to the fact that the subject is not
making eye contact – for example, being timid, self-conscious, distracted, uninterested, or
absorbed in something more captivating than our presence.



The Point-of-View Angle (horizontal orientation)

In this type of horizontal plane shot, the photo
appears to have been taken slightly to the left or
right of a nearby subject. If the subject is looking
at or interacting with another unseen person (or
thing) who seems to be standing right next to
you, as in the shot of the young woman on the
right, it’s one type of “point-of-view” shot,
according to Mascelli in his book The Five C’s of
Cinematography.

This type of photo is an interesting blend of both a subjective and objective camera angle. On the
one hand, you are standing alongside, almost cheek-to-cheek with that unseen person with
whom the subject is interacting, as if you are identifying with that person’s point-of-view in this
situation. However, even though the photo gives the impression that you’re standing right there,
you tend to feel like an unnoticed player in the situation, because the subject is not making eye
contact with you. You feel like the objective, unseen, and maybe even invisible observer not
directly involved in the action at that moment.

This point-of-view camera angle often appears in event photography, such as weddings. When
done well, it reflects the photographer’s skill at juggling the subjective/objective dynamic. If you
can quickly immerse yourself into an interaction among people, take a quick “pov” shot without
drawing too much attention, and then withdraw quietly from the situation, the resulting photo
will give viewers the feeling that they too were “right there” while also experiencing the situation
from a slightly unnoticed, objective point of view.

 

The Side Angle (horizontal orientation)

In this type of shot you are standing to the
side of the subject whose body is turned away
from you. If the subject is looking at the
camera, the impression is that the person has
just noticed your presence, is being coy, has
been caught off guard, has deliberately turned
away from you, or, for some reason other
reason, wants to avoid a full-face encounter.
In theirbody language the subject presents a
subtle mixed message: I’m both looking at and
turned away from you.

If the subject is not looking at the camera, as in the shot on the right, the psychological
impression changes quite dramatically. The photographer, as well as the person viewing the
photo, now feels more like the objective, unnoticed, and even invisible observer of the subject.
Unless subjects appear self-consciously aware of a photo being taken (which is a subtle and
fascinating aspect of facial expression in photography), they do not seem aware of our presence.

 



The resulting photo might feel a bit voyeuristic, or like we have some advantage, power, or
control over the subject. After all, we see them, but they do not see us. The further you are from
the subject, the more these sensations might be enhanced. Being up close tends to create the
impression that you’re with the person, that your presence might or could easily be sensed.

 

The Rear Angle (horizontal orientation)

Shooting from behind subjects will most likely
create the impression that they are not aware of
our presence – unless they are looking over
their shoulder at us, as if they have caught us in
the act of sneeking up on them. The rear angle
tends to be a discrete, secretive approach to the
subject. In some cases, it might suggest that we
are being left behind, following the subject’s
lead, tagging along, protecting their back, or
looking over their shoulder, waiting to
experience the scene they see before them or
are moving into – an effect sometimes used in
classic painting.

Curiously, the shot taken from behind will be an
objective camera angle when we feel physically
and emotionally distant from the subject; but if
we appear physically close to the subject, seeing
and moving with them into the scene ahead, the
effect can be a very subjective identification
with their experience.

 

Tilted Angles (tilted orientation)

We usually experience the world as lines and shapes organized in relationship to the ground or a
surface that is horizontally level. If you tilt a camera to one side or another while taking a shot,
the resulting photo portrays a scene that appears unnaturally slanted up or down.

In cinematography, such effects have been called “dutch” angles because they originated in
German (“Deutsch”) cinema during the 1930s and 1940s. The technique quickly spread
throughout the world of cinematography as well as photography, becoming particularly popular
during the 1960s as an avante-garde rebuffing of conventional horizontal orientations.

Because the tilted angle creates diagonal lines, the composition creates a dynamic feeling of
energy and movement. Even subjects that are clearly stationery appear to be rising or falling, or
somehow resisting the pull of gravity. Eye movement feels more smooth and natural going from
left to right rather than right to left (in cultures where people read left to right), so tilting the
camera up on the right side results in an image where the subject and the scene seem to be
rising upwards to the right.



When you tilt the camera frame down on right,
everything seems to be falling to that side. Those
sensations can be over-ridden or counterbalanced by
the orientation of the subject. So, for example, if a
subject is facing left, but the camera frame is tilted up
on the right, the subject might seem to be descending
to the left even though the tilt creates a pull upward
to the right. Those contradictory lines of movement
might create an interesting kind of balance or tension.

Photographers also use tilted angles as a way to
control how negative space interacts with the subject.
For example, imagine a shot upwards into a group of
trees or buildings. Slanting the viewfinder different
degrees to one side or the other will alter how the
edges of the frame shape the negative space and the
way it flows around the organic form of the trees or
the geometric lines of the buildings.

Because we don’t normally perceive the horizontal
plane of our environment as slanted even when we
pitch our heads sideways, a tilted camera angle tends
to create unique sensations of energy, disorientation,
transition, danger, unsettledness, instability, tension,
nervousness, alienation, confusion, drunkenness,
madness, or violence.

For this reason it’s a highly subjective type of camera
angle that encourages us to experience these
sensations along with the subjects in the photo,
especially if the subjects present other visual cues that
confirm these states of mind. If not, then we, the
viewer, might be the container for these emotions
rather than the subject.

So, for example, if the image is slanted heavily and the
subject appears disheveled, then both we and the
subject experience that state of disarray. But if the
subject looks perfectly calm, then we, the viewer, feel
confused while looking out onto a seemingly tranquil
scene and subject.

In the street scene on the right, the camera tilt
produces a strong feeling of imbalance as well as
movement, despite the fact that the man is standing
straight and still. In the mirror photo, the tilt
combines with the lines of the spiral staircase to
create a humorously zany feeling. For the store
window photo, the almost subliminal tilt enhances the
eerieness of the unusual mannequin.



I’m intrigued, or sometimes find myself scratching my head, when I see a wedding shot of the
bride and groom walking arm in arm down the isle, in a photo that was obviously tilted. What
was the photographer’s intention? Are we and the couple feeling the topsy-turvy excitement of
the blissful event? Have the couple undergone a perhaps hazardous plunge into marriage? Were
we, the viewers, taking early advantage of the open bar and are now way more disoriented than
the newly wedded man and wife? Or did the photographer just use the dutch angle as cool
looking gimmick, without giving much thought to its emotional effect?

The dutch angle has been used and overused so much that some experienced photographers will
groan when they see it. If you use a tilted angle just for the sake of doing it, the resulting photo
could very well look contrived. Give some serious thought to how the slanted effect serves the
composition and intended effect of the image.

Also consider the degree of tilt. An extreme one might look manufactured, absurd, or just plain
silly. Here I emphasize “might” because a contrived, ridiculous, inane, or some other extreme
feeling might be the purpose of the photo. Subtle tilts are similarly problematic or intriguing.
When most people see a slightly tilted image, they will think “that’s crooked.” Photographers
might even scoff at what appears to be an obvious mistake in holding the camera level. Once
again, however, the slightly uneasy and off-balance sensation of a faintly slanted shot could very
well serve the composition and intended impact of the image, as in the photo of the store window
mannequin. The effect might even register on a subconscious level.

Angle-plus-angle (tilted orientation)

The angle-plus-angle shot involves a low or high camera position while also shooting along a
diagonally angled line that recedes into the background. Imagine looking down along the long
barrel of a rifle that a tall subject is pointing downward at you.This type of photo combines the
energy of the diagonal line, the emotional qualities of being above or below the subject, along
with the sensation of depth and dimension. As a type of subjective camera angle, it can be quite
immersive and dramatic. It’s often used in action-adventure movies.



Long or Wide View Angles (field of view)

In a wide angle view, we see a big picture of the scene before us. It tends to be a more objective
type of camera angle. We feel a bit further away from the setting, on the sidelines, not as
intimately involved, like an unseen observer or part of an audience.

Cinematographers usually categorize these wide view angles into three types. In the extreme long
shot, we see a scene as a very wide vista, like a vast plain with mountain ranges in the distance,
or a city skyline from far away. In movies it is often used as an opening shot to convey the idea
that this is the big picture of where the story is about to unfold. Although this objective camera
angle can create the impression that we are distant observers, it can also create feelings of awe as
we witness the scope and grandeur of the scene before us. An extreme long shot photo might
trigger what psychologists call the “oceanic experience” – the sensation that we are joyfully, even
spiritually losing our small selves in the magnificent size and complexity of the vista before us.
Good landscape, and, of course, ocean shots, can create this oceanic experience.

In the cinematography long shot we see a smaller, more specific scene where some action has or
will take place – as in a shot of a street, house, or room. Again, it tends to be an objective
camera angle because it usually conveys the idea that we have not yet fully entered this space. In
wedding photography, for example, it might be a shot of the entire dining area where the party is
taking place. Or it might be a photo of people on the dance floor, but taken from a distance
where we feel that we are observers of the dancing rather than part of it.

The staging camera angle is a special type of long shot borrowed from the experience of stage
plays. For example, it might be a shot of an entire room, where subjects are visible in different
areas of the room – on the left and right, in the foreground and background, on a staircase, up
on a balcony - each perhaps engaged in different activities. The staging camera angle serves as a
kind of collage of subjects, who are unified by their presence in the same location, somehow
psychologically and emotionally connected to each other simply by the fact that they are in the
same place, even though they might not appear to be interacting directly with each other.

 



 

Medium View Angles (field of view)

For a medium camera angle, you’re moving closer towards the scene than in the long or wide
view, while still remaining in a somewhat distant or objective viewpoint, as if observing the
action or scene but still not quite a part of it. In cinematography and photography as well, a shot
of a group of people would be considered a medium view. It’s the capture of human interaction.
You see what they’re doing, but you’re not part of the group activity, as in the shot of the people
in a restaurant, taken from the street outside.

In cinematography a shot of a small group of people and the “two shot” of two people are
considered types of medium shots. The two shot is also sometimes called the “American shot”
because it was often used in early American movie making, where romance almost always
dominated the story.

In photography the two shot captures the smallest and usually most intimate type of group: two
people with each other. Although there are many psychological variations of the two shot – just
as there are a limitless variety of ways two people relate to each other – one important factor to
consider is on which of the two subjects the viewer will tend to focus. The person who draws
more of our attention will probably be the one who is better or more interestingly lit, more in
focus, higher in the frame, facing the camera, closer to the camera, showing more interesting
body language, talking, or apparently in motion.

Narrow View Angles - aka, Close-ups (field of view)

The narrow view or close-up shot is almost always a subjective type of camera angle. You’re
getting right in there, up close and personal, noticing all the subtle details, colors, and textures.
You’re identifying and even feeling one with the subject, whether it’s a person, plant, animal, or
any kind of object. In cinematography of human subjects, it’s called the “reaction shot” because
the close-up helps the viewer intimately experience the emotions and state of mind of the person
in reaction to the situation at hand. The close-up works well in revealing the personality of
subjects, or the essence of some aspect of who they are as a person.



Variations of the close-up include the head-and-
shoulders shot, the head only shot, and the
“choker” that zooms in to an area starting below
the lips extending up just above the eyes.
Photographers also use other types of close-ups
that cut in to different areas of the face, although a
fully effective reaction shot usually requires the
inclusion of the eyes and mouth, which are the
most powerful facial features of human emotional
communication.

The close-up works so well in bringing a subject to
life that it can animate even inanimate objects by
allowing us to closely experience it’s features and
sensations. Imagine, for example, a close-up shot of
water gushing from a faucet, or a piston pumping
in an engine.

Extreme close-ups enter the territory of macro-
photography, where we might feel that we are
merging with, losing ourselves in, or becoming
engulfed by the subject, sometimes in a spiritual or
mystical manner, as in the close up shot of the
plant. We might become so deeply immersed into it
that we even lose sight of what the subject is, as in
some forms of abstract photography. The identity of
the subject itself is no longer the objective of the
photograph, but rather the intricate colors,
patterns, tones, and textures that comprise the
subject.

 

Combining Camera Angles

For any single shot, you need to decide what particular camera angle works best to express the
intended concept and feeling of the photo. However, in the case of diptychs, triptychs, collages,
composites, and sequences of images, the decisions get considerably more complex about what
combinations of camera angles best capture your vision of the subject. What are the different
qualities of the subject you want to convey? Which camera angles will accomplish that goal?

In the case of a series of images, as in a slide show, you will need to determine how the sequence
of different camera angles will affect the unfolding of the story being told. For example, are we
approaching someone from behind, then moving towards a side and front angle to reflect the
process of making ourselves known to the subject? In a slide show of a landscape scene, do you
want to start with a very wide angle shot to give people the opening “big picture,” and then
proceed to closer and closer views of the various fauna, flora, and terrain within the landscape?
Or would you rather start the show with a close-up shot of a beautiful flower, and then use
subsequent shots to slowly open up and “reveal” the landscape in which this flower lives? These
questions are the essence of story-boarding and editing in cinematography.



Generally speaking, creatively combining different types of camera angles will make collages and
slide shows more intriguing. Alternating the subjective and objective impressions in the
collection of images contributes to the creative interest value of the presentation.

 Eye to Eye 
 Viewpoint 
 Abstract Photographs





Selective Color

Some people might also call this selective desaturation, because in many cases that’s how you do
it: you take a color photograph and zap the color out of most of it. However, the color that is left
behind will always pop out at us. The term “selective coloring” emphasizes that fact.

Why does the color stand out? Well, because it’s color. That seems obvious. But behind the
obvious we find some interesting ideas. We live in a world of color. It feels more intuitively real
in an image than the somewhat intellectualized and abstract quality of monochrome photos.
Recognizing colors played an important role in the evolutionary survival of our species; we
naturally rivet to it because we use color to identify what something is. We also associate colors
with emotion, and emotions are the forces that connect humans to each other, so we can’t help
but connect to the colorful element in an otherwise black and white image. Even the usually
receding cool colors like blue will be perceived as moving towards us in a selectively desaturated
photo. Selectively colored images can be so powerful that the color leaps out at us as if we were
wearing 3-D glasses.



Is it too obvious?

For that reason, some photographers don’t like
selective coloring. It’s too obvious and heavy-
handed. It has no subtlety. It’s just a gimmick
for someone who has developed a little bit of
photo-editing skill.

Without a doubt, selective coloring might be
rubbing our noses in something, but that’s not
always a bad thing. Sometimes it’s fun.
Sometimes it can be used to draw out an
element and idea in an image that otherwise
might have been overlooked. The color can
highlight an element of the scene that is not
immediately obvious, while the desaturation
eliminates other colors that might distract the
eye from that element.

Selective color doesn't have to be obvious. The
color can be gentle, subdued, or it might involve
a small portion of the image, as in the photo of
the flowers on the branches of a tree.

When working with selective color, keep in
mind that the element of an image that will
stand out is the one that is different than the
other elements. So if most of a photo has color,
then the smaller desaturated area might be the
thing that catches the eye. In some cases it
might seem that the life energy of that
desaturated element has been sucked out of it,
just as the selective coloring of something gives
it more energy and power.

A very interesting image might be one in which
there is an almost equal balance of color and
desaturation. Or one in which desaturation and
color appear in unexpected and perhaps even
counterintuitive places. That tension between
color and monochrome can be intriguing.

In the photo of people walking on a city street, I
selectively desaturated the utility pole wires
outside the window from which I took the shot
in order to draw attention to them as distinctly
separate from the people, but also mimicking them as a unit of intertwined parts. Rather than
looking simply like wires on a pole, that unexpectedly desaturated area now takes on the
appearance of a sculpture.



Separate realities

Sometimes the colored and desaturated areas of the image might appear disconnected from each
other, as if they are two separate realities or dimensions of experience. In some images, that
might be the intended message. But if that disconnection is undesirable, the photographer might
take care to integrate the two zones, perhaps by visually overlapping them, or by using
psychological lines, as in the photo at the beginning of this article in which the woman in the
desaturated area is looking at the selectively colored man.

As always in photography and any art form, we should always ask ourselves if selective color
works successfully in the composition. Does it contribute to the intended meaning of the photo,
or distract from it?

 The Big Picture of Composition 
 Symbolism: What Does It Mean? 
 Image Shaping

 





Viewpoint

Do you want a carrot?

Of course he does. Even though he’s old, sleeps most of the time, and has failing vision, our dog
Griffin, sitting under the kitchen table, immediately riveted to that carrot as soon as he spotted
it. He loves carrots. In this photo I imagine this is how the situation looks to him.

Viewpoint. I also like to call it “perspective,” although in photography and art that term often
refers to how visual elements are arranged to create a sense of depth and distance. That’s an
element of what I’m calling viewpoint, but there’s more to it. Viewpoint also overlaps with the
idea of camera angles in photography, although it goes beyond that idea too.

Viewpoint is how the image places the viewer within the scene. It's the physical and
psychological perspective or point of view that the image creates for the viewer.

Where are you (in the shoes of the photographer) in this situation? That's viewpoint.



Often when we are taking a photo, we are
standing. That’s our typical viewpoint, the
way we usually see the world. What about
other perspectives? What if you kneel down
to shoot? Or lie down, get closer, or further
away? How would this scene look to a
child, a dog, an ant, a bird? How does your
TV or car see things? Interesting photos
often are those that place the viewer into
an unusual viewpoint that encourages us to
see, in a new way, even a familiar person or
everyday scene.

Thinking in terms of spatial expressions
can help us see and shoot from different
perspectives. So experiment by looking:

up
down
between 
into 
along 
through 
under 
over 
next to
from inside
from outside 
from below 
from above 
from the other side

… and any combination of these and other viewpoints.

Other than the physical position the photographer and viewer take towards the scene, including
how closely connected or distant one feels from it, psychological perspective also is achieved by
other elements of composition, like shapes, color, texture, focus, and tonal range. What exactly
would this scene look like through the eyes of a bird, squirrel, tree, dog, child, or people who are
tired, drunk, sick, spinning, jumping, angry, happy, sad? Learning how to create different
viewpoints in an image is learning how to empathize with people, animals, and things.

 The big picture of composition 
 Psychological lines 
 Eye to Eye



Symmetry

Symmetry involves a close or exact correspondence between opposite halves of an image on the
facing sides of an axis or center. One half appears to be the mirror image of the other. Usually in
photography we see such symmetry across the horizontal plane, which some call “bilateral
symmetry.” But the symmetry also could be vertical in that the top and bottom portions of the
image are reflections of each other. In both cases, horizontal and vertical, the halves appear
equivalent and the image achieves “symmetrical balance.” It is a balance achieved by similarity.

Symmetry can also be achieved by a single element centered in an image, with space on two,
three, or all sides.

How symmetry "feels"

We associate a variety of psychological qualities with this type of symmetry. The image may feel
peaceful, calm, stable, harmonious, or grounded  - especially in bilateral symmetry. Such designs
might remind us of geometry and the aesthetics of Renaissance classicism. Think of those
perfectly symmetrical European gardens and palaces. Images with symmetrical balance tend to
create feelings of order, tradition, classicism, formality, and constancy.

 



 

While perfect symmetry satisfies the mind
that loves precision and stability, it might
look static, artificial, and boring. Subtle
differences between the two sides add
interests, allowing the eye at first to
appreciate the overall balance of similarity
and then move on to explore the
differences between the sides. Sometimes
one or two obvious discrepancies between
the two sides add tension that offsets the
sense of order and predictability in an
interesting or even surprising way. 

Subtle asymmetry adds "character"

Some differences between the sides adds
character. For example, our faces are not
perfectly symmetrical. In a manipulated
image where half of someone’s face is
duplicated and flipped to create a
perfectly symmetrical face, it looks odd.
The subtle differences between the two
sides of a face creates more psychological
depth, realism, and character. The same is
true of a not-quite symmetrical image.

Horizontal and vertical reflection

A horizontally symmetrical image emphasizes the horizontal dimension. A vertically symmetrical
image emphasizes the vertical dimension. However, in both cases there is an invisible axis that
marks the boundary between the two halves. In the horizontally symmetrical image, it is a subtle
reminder of the vertical dimension. In the vertically symmetrical image, it is the hint of the
horizontal. In both cases it is the mysterious boundary that marks the reversal of the image, the
concealed surface where the reflection begins. Some symmetrical images, most noticeably those
involving mirror and lake reflections, tend to possess this self-reflective, introspective quality. In
fact, on the Rorschach inkblot test, individuals who notice and talk about the symmetrical
aspects of the inkblots tend to be self-reflective and introspective people.

 Diptychs 
 Facial Asymmetry 
 Balance



Diptychs

In the ancient world, two tablets containing paintings, carvings, or notes carved in wax were
hinged together so they could be folded face-to-face to protect their surfaces during storage and
transportation. No doubt the artists also considered the aesthetics of this side-by-side
arrangement. These works were called “diptychs” from the Greek meaning “folded in two.” Now
the term refers to an artistic work consisting of two separate parts, usually paintings or
photographs, placed next to each other as a pair in order to convey an idea or feeling.

According to the Gestalt principle of “proximity,” when we see two things next to each other, our
mind assumes some kind of relationship between them. Otherwise, why would they be together?
That assumption deepens when viewing artistic works, because we believe the artist placed the
two pieces together for a reason. The meaning of the juxtaposition might be obvious. In other
cases, we might find ourselves scratching our heads.

Simply by the fact that they consist of two parts joined together, all diptychs imply some kind of
duality, binary, polarity, or analogy. The questions then become:

“How does this compare to that?”
“How are this and that alike, or different?”
“How do these two things interact with each other?
“What holds these two things together?”

The purely visual aspects of the images – such as color, contrast, brightness, texture, movement,
shading, and composition – provide obvious or subtle evidence about how the two photos relate
to each other. Consider also the conceptual, psychological, and emotional relationship between
the two parts of a diptych. Doing so will exercise your mental muscles for free association and
abstract thinking. In the black-and-white diptych of the Design and Media Arts building at
UCLA, the images visually emphasize lines and conceptually emphasize "progression."



Straightforward diptychs - where the relationship between the two images is obvious - might
strike you as either redundant and downright boring, or as quite clever, powerful, and emotional
when executed well. On the other hand, ambiguous diptychs that provide no obvious relationship
between the two parts might be annoyingly inscrutable, or they might create a delightful puzzle
that challenges the realms of intellect, imagination, and feeling. Titles and descriptions for the
diptych can provide the clues for understanding the relationship.

When exploring the binary system of the diptych, you’ll realize how this seemingly simple group
of two can take you many places. Taoism states, “The two becomes 10,000 things.”

Here and there

Some diptychs involve a shift in viewpoint. We look at the scene from here and there, this way
and that way. From the left, from the right, from up, from down. We're close up we’re far away.
In the black-and-white shot of the Design and Media Arts building at UCLA, first we see a young
woman (my daughter) climbing the steps, then we pull back to see the building from a further
distance. For these kinds of diptychs, shoot the subject from a variety of distances and
viewpoints. See which shots work well together as a pair.

You might split one image into the two parts for a diptych. The results might simply look like you
cut one photo into two, which indeed is what you did– like dividing in half the person in a
portrait. That “divided in two” becomes part of your statement. For a wide angle shot – as of a
city street or a countryside vista – you might be able to carefully split the image into two parts,
probably non-contiguous parts, that will create the illusion of having actually taken shots of the
scene by moving from one viewpoint to another.



Pay attention to exactly where these kinds of splits and crops take place in the original image.
Each part will have its own unique composition. How does that composition relate to the other
one? Where the divisions in the original image occur might also have symbolic meaning as well
as a sensory/emotional impact. After all, you are dividing something up into parts

Here’s another possibility. Use the original image for what will appear to be a long or medium
distance shot, and a tight crop onto some specific area for a second image that suggests a close-
up. Once you resize the two images so they have the similar dimensions for mounting into a
diptych, viewers might not even be able to tell that the two parts actually came from one shot. In
the sepia tone shots of the street performer playing a drum, the tight crop onto her face, with a
horizontal flip of the image, might appear to be a completely different shot in which I zoomed or
moved in for a close-up.

Then, now… now, later

A diptych conveys temporality by comparing the same subject at what appears to be different
points in time. Think of the two images as frames in a camera filmstrip or LCD display. We know
the shots were taken at different moments.

Time moves from the past, through the present, into the future. The temporal shift between the
two parts of the dipytch might suggest “then to now”… “now to later”…“before and after.” For
example, imagine a shot of Joe coming into his surprise birthday party, next to one of him being
cheered by his friends… Imagine a shot of a woman reading on a park bench, next to one
showing her walking away into the busy city street…. Imagine a shot of a child with long hair,
along with one of her hair cut.



In some diptychs the shift in time might be more subtle. For example, in the “here and there”
type, the movement from one perspective to another across the two shots suggests that the
photographer was here for one shot and then moved to there for other. That could feel like
seconds, as in the photo of the street performer. For a long shot of a mountain next to one taken
from it’s base, that could feel like hours.

If we sense a change in time when viewing a diptych, we might also sense the LAPSE of time.
What exactly happened between the first and second shot? Sometimes the space between can be
as or more interesting than the two images.

In the diptych of the mountain scene, an herbalist (my other daughter) wanders further down
the trail, stops, then turns to examine a plant. The change from color to black-and-white
suggests a change in mood or attitude as she journeys into the wilderness.

It’s moving

Diptychs can suggest movement, as in two frames of a movie. Activity occurs between here-to-
there and now-to-later. Shifts in viewpoint and time indicate movement. In the diptych of the
herbalist, she’s walking in the color photo, but it’s the addition of the black-and-white photo that
gives us a more tangible sense of movement and distance covered.

When images are placed side-by-side or one above the other, the diptych creates sensations of
left-right or up-down. The eye moves back and forth or upwards and downwards. Visual
elements that lead the eye back and forth between the images, such as sweeping lines that
connect them, will enhance the feeling of movement. In the herbalist diptych, the elongation of
the trail on the right side, along with the connecting sweep of the mountain ridge across the two
sides, conveys the idea of her moving further into the mountains.



Tell me a story

Like the frames in a movie film strip, or illustrations in a book, a diptych can tell a story.
Impressions of movement, transitions from here to there, and then-now-later scenarios all imply
a story being told. Some diptychs create “cause and effect,” as in a photo of a glass of milk on a
table followed by one of a guilty looking child standing next to spilt milk on the floor. In some
cases what happened between the two images, the empty space that separates them, can be a
very interesting and perhaps even mysterious part of the story.

Opposites attract

Some diptychs play with opposites and contrasts. Right versus wrong. Good versus bad. Morning
versus night. Dirty versus clean. Color versus black-and-white. The list could go on and on. In
Christian history, diptychs contained a painting of a living person next to one of someone who
had died.

The interesting thing about opposites is that they attract each other. They form a polarity in
which some underlying force holds them together in their dynamic relationship. Right and wrong
is about morality. Morning and night are about times of the day. Life and death are about the
progression of the spirit. These underlying ideas might be the artistic statement.

In the black-and-white diptych of the palm tree and skyscraper, we might see nature versus man,
rough versus smooth, dark versus light, or curved versus straight. Yet we also see that both rise
upwards towards the sky. 



How are an orange and banana alike?

Some dipytchs suggest similarity. The degree of similarity might be obvious. An extremely
colorful picture of flowers next to an extremely colorful picture of bottle caps is clearly about
color. A diptych also might challenge you to find the similarity. If you imagine a photo of a child
playfully leaping through the air along with one of another child quietly reading a book, you
might conclude the diptych is about the behavior of children. But if you examine the photos
closely to discover that the their faces contain distinct similarities, you might realize that the
diptych is about the differences between siblings.

Diptychs based on analogy pose the question, “How is this like that?” A photo of a couple kissing
next to a shot of lightning blasting through the sky says that their encounter is electrifying. It’s a
metaphor or simile. While some diptychs quite clearly illustrate how this is like that, others
might be much more illusive and thought-provoking. In the black-and-white diptych showing a
cat with her play boxes, how is that scene like the one of a rock surrounded by plants?... hm…

You can approach a diptych that poses an analogy in either a concrete or conceptual way. A
diptych of a beautiful orange and banana might make you think of eating them. That’s a concrete
reaction. Any response based on our physical senses and behaviors would be concrete. On the
other hand, you might also think of “fruit” and “nutrition.” These ideas are concepts, requiring
abstract thinking. In fact, many well-known tests of intelligence use analogies such as “How are a
banana and apple alike?” While concrete answers get you some points, you will score higher if
you can come up with an abstract reply.

So how are the cat and the rock photos alike? Well, both shots are in black-and-white, both have
a triangular composition, and both emphasize texture. That’s a rather concrete sensory
comparison. If you know anything about cats, you might also arrive at the more abstract idea of
“hiding places.”



What’s the same, and what’s different?

It’s possible that two parts of a diptych are the same exact image, which might be a statement
about such things as repetition or duplication. But usually the two images will be different,
maybe a little or maybe a lot. The question then becomes one of comparing and contrasting
them. How are they the same, and how are they different? Depending on the sophistication of
the diptych, the answer to that question might involve a few or many concrete as well as abstract
ideas. It’s this interplay between similarities and differences that makes the diptych interesting.

Two sides of the same coin

Rather than implying similarities or contrasts, the diptych can portray two ways of looking at the
same subject, or two aspects of it. The diptych comes to us a jewel with two distinct facets. A
good example are diptychs showing us the same person with different facial expressions, body
language, or clothes, or in different situations. Or a city during the day and at night. You might
also create a diptych out of one photo post-processed in different ways, as in the photo of the
boulders in a dry river bed. Moving from foreground-up to background, one image fades from
dark to light while the other fades from light to dark, with one of the images flipped horizontally
so the dark boulder and its light counterpart bump heads.

Folded in two

That’s the Greek translation of “diptych.” As you look at the two parts, can you see how one folds
into the other? Where is the hinge? What results when the two parts close together and come to
rest, both in composition and concept? What is it like to unfold the unified face-to-face images
into its two distinct parts, as if it’s emerging from a protective cocoon? When we fold the
boulders into each other, light bends into dark. When we fold the diptych at the very top of this
article, the woman comes to rest on the path while the foliage surrounds her.



When two become one

The diptych shows us two subjects somehow related to each other. The relationship is a common
ground of some sort, a particular thing the two share, even if it’s the idea of “opposite.” What
particular idea or feeling comes to mind when seeing both sides? That’s how two become one in
a diptych.

Left-right, up-down, all around

Diptychs can place their images side-by-side, top and bottom, or the more atypical uneven and
off-kilter arrangements.

The side by side version offers the natural movement from left to right (in cultures that read that
way; eyes moving from right to left feels more jagged and resistant)… the progression of time
from then to now or now to later… the sense of before and after, first and second, being
alongside… and the overall feeling of horizontal movement.

Diptychs placed vertically conjure up ideas of top and bottom, superior and inferior, ascending
and descending, and standing on top or lying beneath. In the diptych of the surreal colored
glasses on top of the rich wooden floor aimed at a pair of feet, we get a sense of cool water rising,
of wood sinking into the ground, and a person looking for some balance in the process.



Off kilter arrangements pose a challenge to viewer, as in the diptych containing the square photo
of a leaf on a forest suspension bridge next to a shot of a knotted rope. Why aren’t the images
relating to each other in a more straightforward way? What is the nature of this diagonal or
titled posture they have towards each other? These unusual arrangements for a diptych will draw
activate the negative space around them, while making us wonder what type of hinge holds them
together as well as how they might fold and unfold.

Two is better than one

Gestalt psychology tells us the whole is greater, or at least different, than the sum of its parts.
That means the two images combined in a diptych give you something that they lack
individually. Separate photos of a man and of a woman tell you about a man and a woman, but
as a diptych they speak to gender and gender relationships. Any two images that work well as a
team in conveying an idea, story, association, or relationship – something that neither photo
alone reveals - could be fodder for a diptych. If you ever have a shot that looks OK but really
doesn't have enough visual, emotional, or conceptual power to stand on its own, consider
diptyching it with another photo, perhaps one that also searches for a synergistic partner.

Dividing one into two

A shot might be ripe for a diptych all by itself, simply by dividing it in two. Look for a break in
the image that makes sense visually, conceptually, or emotionally. Obvious crops emphasize the
feeling of separating, rupturing, and splitting, as in a portrait in which the person’s face is
divided in two. In the purple-tinted photo of silhouetted figures at the beach, it's division into a
diptych emphasizes the separation of that one person from the group. Other shots, such as wide
angle landscapes and street scenes, might be turned into in diptych without the viewer realizing
the two came from one.



Natural diptychs

Some scenes provide a barrier for creating a simulated diptych, such as poles, columns, and tree
trunks. Compose the shot so the barrier separates the image in two, horizontally or vertically. In
the street photo of the younger and older woman about to cross paths, the utility pole divides
them into their sides. The world speaks to us through these natural diptychs. Depending on our
point of view, life sometimes separates into distinct but related parts.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



It’s the space between and around (or not)

Most of the time we tend to ignore the space between the two images. The hinge underplays
itself. It serves only as a partition. For some diptychs you might want to draw attention to that
negative space, to “activate” it, especially if you want to emphasize the invisible time, activity,
and transition that occurs between the two images, or if you want it to add some extra shape,
idea, or feeling to the diptych. The negative space then becomes another unique character in the
story or comparison being made. It has something to say.

You can draw attention to that space by giving it a color or texture, by making it larger than the
usually unnoticeable dividing space, by making the images different sizes or dimensions, and by
setting the images off-kilter if you raise, lower, or tilt one of them. When using these techniques,
the space around as well as between the images might be activated, which draws even more
attention to it. Different sized and shaped images, as well as images off-kilter, will result in either
boxy shapes of different dimensions or unusual triangular shapes.

In the diptych containing the square photo of a leaf on a forest suspension bridge next to a shot
of a knotted rope, the tautness of the rope, the tilt of the leaf image, it’s invasion into the other
side of the diptych, and the three triangular black spaces all add up to uneasiness and tension.

Ideally, such activations of the negative space enhance the concept and feeling of the image,
rather than just being visual tricks with no particular meaning or intent. Embellished negative
space can upstage the images. A large, textured space might look like an eye-distracting wall
behind the photos, or like an over-bearing frame or container for the photos. If the images lose
their sense of connectedness when the space between them is too large, or when off-kilter
arrangements causes them to spin off into different directions, the sense of a related “pair”
might evaporate.

What happens when no space appears between the two images, when they are right up against
each other, as in the diptych of the cool glasses and warm wood? The hinge is nowhere to be
seen. In those cases the attraction between them appears so strong that they cling together like
magnets, even though the two sides may be very different. That in itself is a statement. “You
can’t see the light of day between us.” Continuity of lines, shapes, and colors between the images
will enhance the illusion of one image. Some diptychs of this type can fool the eye into thinking
it’s actually one image, sometimes with puzzling, anomalous, and humorous results. Imagine a
shot of a cat sleeping in a blanket, mounted on top of a close-up portrait of a man: the cat will
strike us as a very odd hat. In the diptych on the next page, the store window mannequin
alongside a parking garage seem to blend right into each other, despite their differences.

What happens when the images overlap, when part of one rests on top of the other, as in the
diptych of the leaf and rope? The one on top appears closer. It’s coming at us, while the other
remains in the background. We tend to think of before/after, front/back, and surfacing/hiding.

What happens if we carry the intimacy of the two photos even further? What if they blend
together, as in the diptych on the next page, of the woman in a yellow poncho next to a photo of
the suspension bridge on which she’s walking? The images are so enmeshed into each other that
they are becoming one. Their identities begin to merge. In those cases the diptych dips its toes
into the realm of composite and double exposure effects. As long as the image retains the feeling
of “TWO” – and, ideally, “folded in two” – then it is still a diptych.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The big picture of composition 
 Cropping and the frame
 Viewpoint 



Balance 
 

Where would we be without balance? Falling over, that's where.

That's why the eye appreciates the appearance of balance in a photograph. It makes us feel
centered, steady, and stable. It suggests poise and gracefulness. When the elements of a photo
are in balance with each other, we notice them individually, but it's the overarching sensation of
equilibrium, harmony, and unity created by their relationship to each other that captures the
mind's eye. Many theories in psychology talk about how balance in our emotions and personality
traits contributes to mental health. So too a balanced image looks complete, robust, and healthy.
This visual balance can take a variety of forms, both visually and psychologically.

Visual Weight: Objects in an image have different "visual weights." Elements that are bigger,
brighter, and/or more colorful have greater weight than objects that are smaller, darker, and/or
less colorful. The greater the visual weight, the more the eye is drawn to and lingers on that
element of the image. Often, perhaps for evolutionary survival reasons, things that are big,
bright, and colorful are important to humans. The comparative visual weights of the elements in
an image contribute to the sense of equilibrium. When the proportions of weight feel right, the
photo feels balanced. In this image at the top of this page, the thinner, more delicate, but
spacious and intricate tree on the left balances the thicker but truncated tree branch on the right.



The Fulcrum: According to the traditional pivot point or fulcrum principle, elements in a photo
can balance each other as if seated on a seesaw. If a small object is far from the pivot point -
which is usually invisible and near the center of the image - it can balance a larger object which
is closer to that point. So imagine a large rock in a field, just a bit left of center in the foreground
of an image, and a smaller rock in the background that is off to the right and closer to the frame.
The human mind attributes mass to the rocks. Knowing what it does about fulcrums, the eye
assumes that the smaller rock balances the larger one, just as a small person sitting on the very
end of a seesaw balances a larger person sitting close to the pivot point. The visual weight of the
elements determine where they can be placed on the seesaw to balance each other.

The golden ratio: Also know as the golden “section” or “mean,” this proportion of lines and
areas in an image possesses a special feeling of balance that was popular in classic art and
architecture. Some people even believe that nature itself operates according to this ratio, and
that we humans instinctively react to these proportions as “beautiful.” The mathematics behind
the golden section is a bit complex, but the ratio is approximately 5:8. Just think about the shape
of a nautilus shell. If the elements of an image are arranged according to its proportions, you’ve
got the golden ratio!

Vertical/Horizontal: The visual weight of objects can balance each other across the horizontal
plane, across the vertical plane, or, in more complex images, across both the horizontal and
vertical. Horizontal and vertical lines also can balance each other. In the image of the trees, the
vertical lines of the branches balance their horizontal lines. In some images the mind attributes
lateral movement to horizontal lines and vertical movement to vertical lines, so their balance
also might feel like an equilibrium of movement. Because vertical lines tend to dominate
horizontal ones, due to their energy, they may not be as long as the horizontal lines in order to
adequately balance them. Opposing diagonal lines can also balance each other, as can any
opposing lines in an image. In the fashion of evolutionary psychology, the painter Maurice de
Sausmarez suggested that a vertical line extending above a horizontal one produces a deeply
satisfying and resolved feeling because it symbolizes the human experience of standing erect on
the ground with absolute balance.

Rest/Energy: The mind might see a horizontal element as being in a state of rest, while a
vertical element as moving upwards or downwards. This would be a balance of rest and energy.
In fact, any type of moving and static elements in an image may balance each other. A person
running provides balance for a person who is sitting. A spoon falling to a table top balances the
cup that rests on the table. In the image above, the tree seemingly suspended in mid-air creates
a feeling of energy that is balanced by the tree that is rooted to the ground. If an image contains
a repetition of a shape, that visual rhythm might also be balanced by a element that appears
stationary. If there are two or more lines of repeating shapes moving in different directions, the
energy and movement suggested by those lines might balance each other.

Foreground/Background: Balance can be achieved across the foreground and background
elements of an image. For the image above, in addition to there being a left to right equilibrium,
the heavy but truncated branch in the foreground balances the thinner but more spacious and
elaborate tree in the background.



Emotional balance: Opposite emotions portrayed in a photo can provide a psychological
balance with each other. Happy and sad, sleepy and alert, love and anger. These emotions may
be depicted by people and animals, but through the very human process of
anthropomorphization - a fancy term for attributing human qualities to inanimate things –
objects too might provide emotional balance with each other. Some psychological theories speak
about how the human personality embodies a polarity of opposite feelings which creates
intrapsychic dynamism, and, when balanced, intrapsychic unity. If an image contains people,
animals, or objects with opposing emotions, we will notice the different feelings of the subjects
while also experiencing, perhaps unconsciously, a sense of overarching unity and completeness.

Balance by interest, size, and tone: Small, interesting areas of an image can balance large,
dull ones. Similarly, large or bright elements can balance small, muted, or dark ones.

Balance of similarity and difference: If one element of an image differs drastically from the
others, it stands out as a focal point or an anomaly. Overall balance and unity might be lost. If all
the elements are very similar to each other, the image can become monotonous and boring. A
balance of similarity and contrast, of unity and variety, often results in an interesting image.

Balance of contrasts: As you might have guessed from the discussion so far, almost any
contrasting elements of an image can be composed to balance each other. In fact, this was one of
the essential principles of the Bauhaus school of photography in the early 1900s. Johannes Itten,
one of the masters of this movement, created a list of possible contrasts, including such items as:
point/line, high/low, long/short, broad/narrow, thick/thin, light/dark, black/white, much/little,
straight/curved, pointed/blunt, horizontal/vertical, diagonal/circular, smooth/rough,
still/moving, light/heavy, transparent/opaque, continuous/intermittent, liquid/solid, sweet/sour,
strong/weak, and loud/soft. Notice how the list cuts across the range of sensory modalities,
including not just the visual, but also the senses of taste, sound, and touch. In photography, the
trick is to translate these sensations into the visual, and to find a way to balance them.

Symmetrical balance: In symmetrical balance, the elements on the left and right side of the
image, or on the top and bottom, mirror each other in a very predictable, formal, and orderly
way. This type of balance is very easy for the viewer to recognize. Although pleasing, because it
feels so centered and steady, the image sometimes might seem too predictable and perhaps even
boring. An image that attempts to be perfectly symmetrical but contains some element that falls
short of that precise balance might look quite awkward, unsettling, and careless.

Asymmetrical or dynamic balance: In asymmetrical balance, there is a balance of dissimilar
elements on the left and right, or top and bottom, using the principles mentioned above,
especially the fulcrum principle and the golden ratio. Asymmetrical balance tends to be more
interesting and dramatic. It usually includes a variety of sizes, shapes, and contrasts as well as a
careful distribution and activation of empty space. In such compositions, there is a visual "center
of gravity" where the balance of visual weights of the elements all come together. It isn't
necessarily in the center of the image, as it would be in symmetrical balance, but it might fall
into a position consistent with the "rule of thirds" or the golden ratio. 



Radial and crystallographic symmetry: In radial symmetry, elements and patterns radiate
out from a central point. A sensation of spiraling and inward/outward movement is created,
which is interesting to the human mind that attributes unity, wholeness, and spirituality to such
circular shapes. The ancient mandalas are a good example of this. In crystallographic images, an
evenly distributed “all over symmetry” is created, as in wallpaper designs

Balance versus Tension

Now that I've spent all this time describing the different types of balance, I should mention that
an image doesn't necessarily have to be balanced to be good.

When balance is missing, tension results - and that might be exactly what the photographer
intends. The question is really a matter of how much tension feels like too much, when that
tension might come across as too contrived, and where some balance is needed.

As in compositions using asymmetrical balance or the golden ratio, images can be more
interesting when we have to spend some time investigating them in order to detect their
qualities of balance and tension, rather than when the balance is handed to us on a plate. Similar
to music, an image containing tension that resolves into harmony feels very satisfying and
complete. Tensions and release, that's the trick.

There also is something quite mysterious and wonderful about an image that contains both
tension and balance, but you can't immediately explain why. Even a very unbalanced image can
be quite effective - for example, a subject standing at the edge of a beach with nothing but a vast
expanse of sand stretching across the frame. As long as an image doesn't seem too contrived or
gimicky, the viewer will feel enticed to investigate the reasons for the unusual composition.

The photographer might even use such tension to direct the viewer's eye to certain parts of the
image that might otherwise go unnoticed. For example, when instinctively searching for
something to balance the subject at the edge of the beach, the viewer might be drawn to the
texture of the sand on the opposite side of the frame.

If everything was stable, harmonious, and unified all the time, that would be rather boring, don't
you think? As in life, the human mind appreciates equilibrium in a photo, but it also enjoys at
least a little bit of tension, precariousness, and unpredictability.

When thinking about balance and tension in photography, think about what we might call "the
Goldilocks Principle." Balance (or tension) can be too much, too little, or just right.

 

Let's take a look at some examples of these different types of balance...

 



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
UP AND DOWN, LEFT AND RIGHTThis abstract photo illustrates a vertical balance between a hotel balcony and the parking lot beneath it. Notice the various aspects of this balance:- foreground and background- above and below - objects and their shadows- green/blue complementary colors- resting (hotel) and traveling (parking lot) - the directions of the diagonal lines- the left vs right horizontal movement of those lines

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
CIRCLES AND RADIALSAs a ancient archetype, the circle is the quintessential symbol of centeredness, groundedness, focus, and balance. Circles within circles, which create radial effects, drive home this feeling even more, with the additional balance of movements that radiate outward and spiral inward simultaneously. In this photo the tilt of the subject and the painting creates an off-balance tension. Their tilts mirror each other, while providing a counterpoint to the relentlessly balanced circles. The overall effect feels hypnotizing.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
PSYCHOLOGICAL BALANCEOur human senses tell us that inverted triangles are not stable. However, that might not be the general impression of a photo with a triangular composition. In this shot, the triad of siblings feels very grounded by the closeness of their bodies and intertwining arms. (Photo by Asia Suler)
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johnsuler
Typewritten Text
FORM AND EMPTINESSPerhaps at the root of all forms of balance are those between light and shadow, substance and emptiness. In this photo, we see that balance between the lighted subject and her ethereal shadow. Notice also the balance between left and right, up and down, and in the very physical act of teetering on one foot. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
BIRDS OF A FEATHERHere we see the balance between left and right, circular and square shapes, animal and human, rest and movement, up and down, the idea of supporting and being supported, and in a very physical balancing act that illustrates the psychological relationship between pet and pet owner.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
WHEN THE ONE BALANCES THE MANYRhythmic geometric shots like this offer a very strong sense of regularity and predictability. We also see balance in the types of circles: big and little, dark and light, circles of substance and circles that are holes. The unrelenting march of circles is balanced by the unexpected appearance of a tiny finger peeking out of one of the holes.



The
Rule

of
Thirds

One of the most basic and effective strategies for composition is the well-known Rule of Thirds.
In a tic-tac-toe fashion, you mentally divide the shot into nine rectangular areas by visualizing
two equally spaced horizontal and vertical lines. The result will give you three horizontal and
vertical layers of the same size, with four points where the lines intersect. You then place the
elements of the shot according to this grid. The strategies for using the Rule of Thirds fall into
four general categories.

1. Place the subject at a power point

One simple method is to position the main subject at one the intersection points, what some
people call the power points. Placing the subject exactly on that spot might seem a bit obvious in
some cases, so feel free to position it near the power point for a more loose interpretation of the
Rule of Thirds, as in the photo of the Watch Children road sign on the next page. For a more
sophisticated composition, place another, perhaps secondary subject at one of the other
powerpoints, preferable one on the opposite side of the image. This will create a balance or
tension between these two elements of the photo, both by the fact that you are using not one but
two powerpoints, and by the fact that you are activating a subliminal diagonal line connection
between those two elements of the image. In the photo of the two cousins, their heads fall on the
top left and near the bottom right power points, resulting in a diagonal line that adds energetic
fun to their body language antics. 



2. Place subjects along the vertical or horizontal lines

Another relatiavely straightforward strategy is to place a subject along one of the lines of the rule
of thirds grid, as in the street shot of the lamp post. Notice also how the lamp itself is also very
close to a power point. For landscape shots, put the horizon on or near the bottom line to
emphasize the sky, as in the photo of the palm trees. Put the horizon on or near the top line to
emphasize the landscape.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
Place elements on or near the power points

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
Place elements along one of the rule of third lines



 

3. Place subjects within the horizontal and/or vertical layers

For this strategy, you are creating three horizontal or vertical layers within the image - and in
more sophisticated images, both. As with using power points, it's often more interesting and less
obvious to loosely interpret the positioning of the subjects according to the grid. In the photo of
the lamp post, the street falls roughly into the bottom layer, the sky and top of the trees in the
top layer, and the lamp post along with the main body of the trees in the middle layer.

Keep in mind that "negative space" might be an element of the image that you place in one of the
three zones, as in the sky appearing in the top third of the lamp post photo. In the shot of the
palm trees, negative space plays an even bigger role. Notice how the trees fall in the right side of
the grid (with the tree on the left lying along one of the vertical grid lines), while the sky takes up
the remaining two thirds. On closer inspection, you'll notice that the left third of the image
contains clouds, with the comparatively slim middle third being mostly empty sky. In addition to
the horizontal division into thirds, the image also contains a vertical division as well: ground,
trees with clouds, and open sky at the top.

 

4. Combine these strategies in interesting ways.

Find ways to combine these three strategies for an image that offers overlapping, subtle, and
pershaps even a subliminal feeling of "thirds." As we've seen, you can create an image with three
layers vertically as well as horizontally, with negative space playing a role as a subject and two or
more of the main features of the image near the power points. If possible, you might also
introduce the idea of "three" elsewere in the image, as in the three palm trees.

Seeing the Grid

When we're taking or editing a photo, how do we “place” elements of the image according to the
Rule of Thirds grid? While shooting, try to see a scene through the viewfinder according to the
grid. That visual skill might come naturally for some people. Others might have to work at it. In
the past some photographers tried placing over the viewfinder of their camera a piece of glass or
clear plastic containing the grid, so they could see the shot through it. Fortunately, in our more
modern age, some cameras have this feature built right into the LCD screen.

If you take a photo that only roughly approximates the Rule of Thirds, or even if the photo
doesn't follow the rule of thirds at all, you might later create the rule of thirds proportions by
cropping in an image editing program. In fact, many programs offer a feature in the crop tool
where a rule-of-thirds grid will appear on the image, to serve as a guideline for cropping.

Why we love it

Why is the Rule of Thirds so important in visual design? The human mind doesn’t particularly
like disorder and chaos. It naturally seeks out patterns and quickly detects their presence,
sometimes on an involuntary, subconscious level. The three part geometry of the Rule of Thirds
is particularly catchy to the eye. It feels interesting, dynamic. It conveys tension and energy,
especially at the power points. As I mentioned in the article on diagonal lines, the number 3 is
psychologically compelling, sometimes even mystical. Think of mother/father/child, the love
triangle, the Pyramids, the Holy Trinity. Think of the Three Stooges and the Three Little Pigs.



The dimensions of the grid

Here’s a more subtle aspect of the Rule of Thirds grid. Hopefully, the dimensions of the nine
rectangular areas are aesthetically pleasing, as in the “golden ratio” of 8:5. The frame of the
typical SLR camera is very close to this ratio, which results in nine areas that also approach
those dimensions. With the exception of the crazy cousins picture and the tic-tac-toe design, all
of the images on this page approximate that shape. Applying the rule of thirds to images of
unusually long or high dimensions may result in divisions with proportions that are not as
aesthetically pleasing as the 8:5 ratio.

 

Square format images

Square photos that use the Rule of Thirds will
consist of nine boxes within one big box, all
possessing the same square dimensions, as in
the tic-tac-toe design. All those boxes might
result in a very boxy feeling, but if you square-
crop an image for a more loose interpretation
of the rule of thirds, as in the shot of the hand
holding a camera, the hint of many boxes is
more subtle.

Once again, it's not really a "rule"

Taking the Rule of Thirds as a rigid rule is a
mistake. Rigidity never works. Every
experienced photographer and artist will tell
you that it's best to consider the rule of thirds as a guideline, and perhaps even as an inspiration.

As I mentioned before, strict placement of elements according to the grid can sometimes look
too predictable or obviously geometric - unless, of course, a feeling of tripartite precision is
exactly the meaning or feeling you want to convey. A more subtle and loose interpretation
satisfies our minds need for order, even though the effect might be subconscious.

So place elements near the lines or power points, but not right on them. Organize fields of colors,
shapes, or textures so they slightly overlap the three horizontal and vertical layers, but are not
squarely within those layers. Place a prominent subject at a power point and other elements
more loosely around the grid in ways that keeps the eye guessing.

In the shot of the playful cousins, they appear to be enmeshed in a rather disorderly intertwining
of arms, heads, and hands. And yet, the mind’s eye perceives a subtle underlying organization
based on the Rule of Thirds. Near each of the power points is a hand, elbow, or face, and both
horizontally and vertically the image roughly divides into three layers: head, arms and hands,
and another head.

 



Thirds of Negative Space

In an image with a single subject and lots of background or negative space, we might apply the
Rule of Thirds by creating twice as much background or negative space as the area occupied by
the subject. Even though the negative space feels vast and perhap even endless, it is nevertheless
tamed by the Rule of Thirds.

Usually, we would place the subject in the right third. Based on how people read in many
cultures, the eye moves more naturally from left to right, so the viewer will feel more secure
entering the background or space on the left and moving naturally to the subject on the right.
The position of the subject will look more grounded.

In some photos, we might instead place the subject on the left to create a sense of uneasiness
and tension. The eye lands on the subject, trails off into the empty space on the right, and then
tries to jump back to the subject, resulting in a “shifting” feeling, as in this photo.

 

Rules of Halves, Fourths, and so on

We aren’t limited to Rule of Thirds proportions. We might also apply a Rule of Halves where the
grid contains only two lines, two vertical and horizontal halves, four rectangles, and only one
intersection point at dead center, as illustrated in the grid on the next page. It looks like a
window with four panes.

Except for very quadrant-like needs, that composition could look too boxy if you take the grid
seriously. Placing a subject on the one and only powerpoint at dead center of the image will
probably result in an overly static, obviously centered result.



We also usually try to avoid dividing an image in half,
which tends to create the appearance of two separate
images and no unity. Nevertheless, in some shots a
Rule of Halves geometry might be quite interesting.

It’s also possible to design an image based on a Rule
of Fourths or a Rule of Fifths in which we divide the
image into horizontal and vertical layers of four or
five, as ilustrated in the other grids in the illustration
on the right.

But can the human mind detect these patterns that
are considerably more complex than a rule of thirds?
A rule of fourths might be a form of visual
organization that an average person can detect, consciously or subconsciously - but as you can
see in the grid, a rule of fifths gets quite complicated. In most cases, our mind might not want to
bother with that kind of geometric busyness. We might not sense any kind of underlying
geometric order at all.

Of course, we can completely ignore any guidelines based on geometric grid patterns. Breaking
the rules can lead to very interesting compositions because they defy expectations.
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 Symmetry
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The
Golden
Spiral

 

What turns on many mathematicians as well as artists?

The Golden Spiral does.

It was derived from the “Golden Ratio” of 1:1.618 – aka, the “Golden Mean” and “Divine
Proportions.” It's the ratio that results from dividing a line into two parts so that the longer part
divided by the smaller part is equal to the whole length of the line divided by the longer part.

The Golden Ratio first appeared as popular concept in the art and mathematics of ancient
Greece. Some claim it’s been around even longer than that. Based on the irrational number Phi,
the Golden Ratio served as a foundation for geometry, painting, music, design, architecture, and,
in modern times, the Fibonacci sequence – a mathematical concept that seems to account for the
many “fractal” shapes we see in nature, especially in such forms as the nautilus shell, coastlines,
flowers, and the shape of the cosmos itself. Scientific research even suggests that the pleasing
qualities of the human face emerge from these divine proportions.

Some artists and mathematicians point to the prevalence of the Golden Ratio in nature as an
evidence of its intrinsically aesthetic qualities. It’s almost as if the beauty of the ratio is built right
into the fabric of the universe and how the human mind appreciates it. Some thinkers even
believe that the Golden Ratio constitutes the essence of what we humans consider “beauty.”

 

Beyond the Math

All of that is the good news. The not-so-good news is that you need to be a mathematician to
really understand the mathematics of the Golden Ratio and how the Golden Spiral is derived
from it. When you check out any article that describes this mathematical geometry, your head
will probably start spinning before you get past the first paragraph. I wouldn’t be surprised if you
had to read my “simply stated” description of the ratio several times before it made sense. At
some point, most of us will have to take it on faith that there indeed is a mathematical basis for
the golden ratio and the spiral that emerges from it.



I want to side-step all that math, and even the
assumption that Mother Nature uses it as her basic tool
in designing the universe as we know it. When push
comes to shove, I’d say that the math approximates
nature. We're continually discovering that Nature
doesn’t strictly follow our concepts of her. She’s always a
bit more elusive and mysterious than that. As with all
great ideas, the Golden Ratio could very well be the
product of cultural thinking – in this case, a cherished
aesthetic concept in the traditional western world.

 

Visualizing the Spiral

In this article, I’d like to focus specifically on the golden
SPIRAL rather than the ratio. Not as much is written
about the spiral. In fact, if you search for information
about the spiral, you’ll probably end up reading
something about the ratio.

When you work with the spiral in composition, you can
forget about all that complex math. Just imagine the
nautilus shell. In the case of the shell depicted above, the
spiral is a bit squat in the lateral dimension. That’s OK.
If there’s one thing I’d like to emphasize, it’s the idea
that you can work with spirals of different lengths and
shapes. Don’t get too obsessed with the exact dimensions
of the mathematically “perfect” spiral.

Take a look at the two drawings of the Golden Spiral on
the right. One illustrates how the spiral relates to the
Golden Ratio composition of squares that served artists
well for centuries. If you can memorize this classic
geometry, good for you! That will come in very handy
when doing photography. If not, don’t be dismayed. Just
imagine the other drawing of the spiral all by itself. Try
to burn that shape into your memory so it can serve as a
mental template when constructing compositions.

The dimensions of the spiral, as revealed by the box
around it in the drawing, roughly correspond to the 2:3
dimensions of the conventional SLR camera image. That
2:3 proportion has dominated camera design over the
years because it closely approximates the Golden Ratio.
When placed in the horizontal position, this “landscape”
view resembles the wide field of vision through which we
humans see the world with our two eyes. That fact might
partly explain why we like the Golden Ratio. It's because
that's the way we humans were designed to see.



The Psychology of the Spiral

The sensations and emotions we associate with the Golden Spiral make it so appealing. It entails
circularity, which is always enticing to the human psyche, along with the feeling of movement
that spirals inward towards some fixed destination in the distance or at the heart of the scene, or
outward into the mysteriously expansive space that lies outside the frame of the image. The
spiral is the connection between inner and outer.

As self-aware and introspective creatures, we humans feel drawn to that spiraling inward
sensation. As creatures who sense the power of forces higher and bigger than ourselves, we also
become hypnotized by the feeling of spiraling outward into realms that transcend our
individuality.

If you think about how we experience spirals in the real world, you’ll discover some of the
possible meanings and emotions we might attach to compositions using this design. Water
spirals as it goes down funnels and drains. Wind and tornadoes spiral as do kites, planes, and
birds descending downwards. Some staircases spiral - hence the irresistible “spiraling stairs”
shot. Across different cultures, the spiral symbolizes balance, growth, birth, expansion,
contraction, change, evolution, surrender, release, letting go, connectivity, union, journeying,
development, constant movement, and infinity – because it goes on and on, perhaps even
moving towards a mysteriously invisible destination.

The spiraling sensation looks especially graceful, elegant, and dramatic when working in that
classic 2:3 field of view. As you elongate the spiral shape, its movement seems to accelerate
rapidly inward while approaching the heart of the spiral, or rapidly outward as you fly off into
the space beyond the image frame. When you compress the spiral towards a more square shape,
as in the images of the nautilus shell and the staircase, the movement feels more even, regular,
and contained.

For the spiral to work effectively, its path carries your eye to important features of the image that
rest near its delightfully curving line. In some cases, that path is obviously at work in a
composition. In other cases, the spiraling effect can be much more subtle. Unconsciously, we
sense it’s mysterious presence, which then quietly generates all those sensations and ideas we
associate with it.

The Rule of Thirds

Especially when using that traditional 2:3 ratio, the Golden Spiral does roughly correspond to
the rule of thirds, with the heart of the spiral near one of the “power points” of the rule of thirds
grid. However, the rule of thirds is a much less sophisticated composition than the Golden
Spiral. There is no spiralling in it, no intrinsic sensation of movement. Nor is there a feeling of
inner and outer, or the magic of those special proportions.

Beware of articles about the Golden Spiral that try to illustrate this composition with a drawing
of the spiral superimposed on a scene that really doesn’t look like a spiral at all. They are forcing
the concept. Usually such images illustrate the rule of thirds rather than the Golden Spiral.



Shooting the Golden Spiral

When you’re out shooting, try to see the Golden Spiral in the scene around you. Unlike painters,
you can’t create it from nothing. You have to be able to spot the potential for it. It’s not easy. In
your imagination, try to superimpose the spiral shape over your environment. If you do see a
possibility, shift your viewpoint and camera angle in order to refine the spiraling effect.

Take a look at the photo of the trees. The negative space of the sky forms a rather nice beginning
to the Golden Spiral that then transitions into the cluster of tree branches resting at the core of
the spiral. While this composition works fairly well, it would be considerably improved if there
was something in particular at the heart of the spiral – perhaps a bird. Any object that lies at the
core of the spiral easily becomes the central subject of the image because all the movement of the
photo either radiates from that object or converges onto it.

Now take a look at the street scene below. Here the Golden Spiral is more subtle, almost
subliminal. The eye moves along the curving path created by the car in the foreground, the sign
of the car hanging on the building, the stop light, the “Selby Avenue” sign, the sweeping
branches of the tree in the background, the man in the background, and the woman walking her
dog at the heart of the spiral. I decided to process this photo in a painterly style in order to
create a classic feeling for a modern street scene.

 



 

Cropping to the Spiral

In some photo editing programs, like Photoshop, you'll have access to a tool that provides
overlays of the Golden Spiral to help you crop the image to that magical design - and other types
of compositions as well, including the rule of thirds. Play with that tool. It will help you spot the
spiral even in images where it otherwise might have eluded you. You can see how the spiral
overlay compares to the other types of overlays, such as the rule of thirds. If the theory is correct
that the Golden Ratio exists everywhere in nature, then there must be a Golden Sprial
somewhere in your shot. But don't always count on that. Some images might have no spiral at
all. Others might contain it in a smaller area of the shot. If you find it, crop to reveal it. And
don’t worry about getting that supposedly perfect proportion of 2:3 or 1:1.618 (to be exact). Even
less than “golden” spirals will make for an interesting composition.
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Square

Format

Photographs

History shows that the square endures

Square format cameras have been around a long time, since approximately 1930, starting with
the Rolleiflex and Voigtländer TLR that were favored by professionals. In the 1950s Hasselblad
joined in, later followed by Kodak whose Instamatic (my very first camera) convinced photo
amateurs and aficionados of 1960s that snapshots are square.

In the 1980’s things started to change. With the advent of affordable 35mm SLR and compact
film cameras, the rectangular frame gained dominance. The Polaroid did manage to carry on the
square tradition for a time, until it took yet another hit when digital cameras appeared in the
1990s. They too supported the rectangular concept.

The rectangle was taking over.

Although seriously weakened, the square format refused to die. About the same time
that Polaroid caved under the pressure of the digital wave, an artistic movement sprung up
around the unusual imagery produced by the inexpensive, plastic "toy cameras" such as the
Holga and Diana, which all produced square film images. The professional square format
cameras were becoming treasured antiques, yet the artistic appreciation of the square endured.

In the world of digital photography, people quickly realized you could have your cake and eat it
too. With incredible versatility in post-processing, you had the choice of sticking with the
intrinsic rectangular format of the camera, or easily cropping it to a square one. That was never
easy to do with film. Amateurs and professionals alike took advantage of those digital options.



Recognizing the undying aesthetic love of the square, several iPhone apps in 2010, such as
Hipstamatic and Instagram, touted the square look along with a smorgasbord of filter effects.
While introducing the ground-breaking idea of light-field photography, the Lyto also tipped its
hat to the square tradition. Some digital SLR cameras even enable you to use the square format
while shooting by displaying a square grid on your view as you compose a shot. 

Despite all the changes in the evolution of photography, the square keeps bounding back.

"It’s artistic"

You won’t see many of the great masters painting on a square canvas, probably because they
wanted a wider space to create complex, sophisticated compositions. Some contemporary
photographers even go so far as to claim that the square is so formal, rigid, and unyielding that
it’s too difficult to work with effectively for most images.

Of course, as we’ve seen in our brief review of history, other photographers strongly disagree.
Some love it simply because it’s different. In the hoi polloi world of rectangular photos, the
square one stands out. People are curious about it. Given its perfectly predictable symmetry, the
square possesses a certain beauty or precision that the rectangle lacks. If you’re looking for a
clearly symmetrical composition, or an image that will reign in the viewer’s awareness to details
and abstract forms, the square might be your go-to format.

These are all artistic attitudes about photography, which is why the square image appeals to fine
art photographers – especially those who work in black-and-white or monochrome as they strive
to concentrate attention on form, patterns, and textures, rather than colors. Many photographers
also claim that the square works well for portraitures, nudes, still life, flowers, architecture, and
even landscapes that don’t call for a dramatic horizontal sweep. That wide leeway doesn’t leave
much out in terms of subject matter.

Feeling square

Unlike a rectangle, a square image has a natural sense of balance. It is a very stable, grounded,
and predictable shape, especially compared to an upright rectangle. No matter how you flip or
invert it, the square stays the same while refusing to fall over. Due to its quality of stillness, it
works well for inanimate and serene subjects.

It is possible to create dynamic movement and tension in the square arena, but the composition
will have to do that work. The square frame isn’t going to offer much help on that score – except
in how it can provide a balance to energy and chaos.

The various meanings we attach to the word “square” reveal the many possible ideas and
emotions conveyed by a photo of that shape. SQUARE can refer to being:

- boring, rigid, conventional, and out of touch with current trend

- proper, decent, straightforward, acceptable, just, fair, and honest

- in accord or agreement with something (“that idea does not square with the facts”)



- balanced, settled, or even in a matter, as by paying a bill, returning a favor, or tying a score

- direct and straightforward

- defensive, offensive, resistant, or confrontational, as in “squaring off” with someone

Reigning in the eye

Because the square minimizes feelings of up-and-down and back-and-forth by eliminating
longer vertical or horizontal lines, the viewer’s eye tends to move around the image in a circle,
often towards the center of the photo. Vignetting and circular compositions, especially those with
the subject near the center of the square, can magnify these sensations of circling, spiraling, and
zooming in. Diagonal lines serve as an effective means to break up these movements,
encouraging the eye to experience some back-and-forth and up-and-down energy.

Trimming space and gathering up objects

Excessive space in a photo invites a person’s eye to wander away from the subject, or to the
feeling that the subject is lost inside that space. You can solve the problem by cropping to a
smaller rectangle. If that shape feels awkward - and sometimes truncated rectangles do look
awkward - crop to a square format instead. When placing the subject at the center, very few
eyeballs will drift from that definitive emphasis on something right in the middle of a square.

A scattered collection of objects in a photo is usually more compelling in a square format than in
a rectangular one. While the rectangular shape tends to lead the eye towards some of the objects
rather than others, the square format nicely gathers them all up in a neatly boxed bundle. 

Placing the subject inside the box

Squares call out for a centralized composition, which can be a very powerful treatment for a
single subject. The obvious choice is to place the subject in the middle, which works extremely
well in concentrating the viewer’s attention on it. The details of the subject will stand out more
than in a rectangular format.

If you decide against a centralized composition, it’s hard to go wrong when placing the subject
anywhere else. The neatly-boxed feeling of the square allows you to position the subject almost
anywhere. If you put it near the top, bottom, or either side, the square will still contain and
cradle it. Depending on the subject and the effect you’re going for, some non-centralized
placements will work better than others. 

Throw out the rule of thirds?

Some photographers claim the “rule of thirds” works well for the rectangular aspect ratio, but
performs poorly in square format. When applied to the square, it results in a contrived,
formulaic, overly boxy look. I’m not sure so about that claim. Just as we should avoid thinking of
the “rule of thirds” as an absolute rule for any kind of format, we should also take with a grain of
salt the idea that square formats always look bad with a rule of thirds composition.



 

Showing off shapes

Due to its talent at focusing the eye and gathering up objects, the square format is a good way to
show off geometric shapes of all kinds. Those shapes seem to grow even stronger inside the
formal boundaries of the square. I especially like a circle, or portions of a circle, embedded
inside a square frame. The pure natures of the curving circle and the linear square balance each
other in an archetypic dance of the two most basic, ideal forms. Symmetrical subjects also fit
comfortably inside the square frame.

Diptychs and triptychs

Square images have an interesting effect when used in diptychs and triptychs. The overall effect
feels very linear, regular, predictable, solid, definitive, and grounded – like a precisely rhythmic
march. They might even appear as building blocks set together for the creation of an idea much
bigger than the separate images.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
A BOX OF SHAPESSquare formats can gather up and highlight different shapes. With its regular perimeter, the square allows other shapes to show off their individuality. Here we see a circle and triangles dance inside the cozy square space. The square format  focuses the eye on the apple,an effect enhanced by vignetting. I placed the apple just off center to the right, in order to preserve the lines of the branch from which it hangs. Otherwise, the apple could have been placed almost anywhere inside thesquare. That's one advantage of the square format: it allows all sorts of  positioning of the subject inside the image frame.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
PRECISIONSquares are definitive, solid, grounded, unshakable, regular, precise. Those qualities echo the skills of this drummer. The variety of lines - horizontal, vertical, a strong diagonal - are also contained and organized by the square. Although some photographers say that the rule of thirds does not work well in square format, noticehow the drummer's hand falls near one of the power points of a rules of thirds composition. His hand, arm, and drum stick about to strike become a focus of the image.  



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
CONTAINING THE UNUSUALThe square works well for creating abstract and surreal images.On the one hand, the square is an atypical format in the age of digital photography, so it echoes unusual subject matter. On the other hand, it is especially skillful for gathering up and organizing things, which provides a counterbalance to the abstract or surreal content of a photo. This image  illustrates an unconventional way of using the square format to create a triptych - in this case with the same but differently cropped photo serving as its three parts. This composition uses the rule of thirds concept, with each image being approximately a third of the size of the one to the left.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
WHEN A SQUARE PRODUCES RECTANGLESIf you introduce a horizontal or vertical line anywhere within a square image (except at the center), you will create rectangles within the square. This image is a diptych of two separate photos taken through the sunroof of a car. Square formats containing a diptych or triptych (as in the above image) are not initially perceived as a square. In the case of the car sunroof, the strong vertical lines of the rectangles override the impression of the square, at least at first glance. The square, when discovered, becomes a little surprise. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
CONDENSED VISTASLandscape photography thrives in the wide rectangular format. Those long dimensions give us plenty of room for expressing vistas. And yet landscapes can work well in the square format,especially when you want to convey a feeling of the landscapebeing contained, condensed, and organized. In this photo, the square format also echoes the rectangular geometry of the buildings. 



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
GATHERING UP THE PLENTYThis image illustrates how the square format can gather up a plethora of objects into one very stable environment. If the frame was rectangular, the eye would wander aimlessly around the scene. The square format provides more focus. The glass edging added to the photo reinforces the feeling of containment. But we rarely if ever see a square fish tank, so the square format enhances the surreal quality. Amorphous, abstract subjects work well in the square frame because it helps tame any feelings of randomness or disorientation.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
ELIMINATING EXCESS SPACEIn this photo there was much too much space on the sides of the subjects who are visible in the reflective surface of a museum. Their forms would have been lost in that space. Cropping to a square helped contain the subjects while alsofocusing one's eye on them. The square format  feels appropriately "artistic" for these kinds ofabstract and surreal images. 
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johnsuler
Typewritten Text
GROUNDING THE VERTICALVertical diptychs can become top heavy. Sometimes they look like they might fall over. Restricting the diptych to a square format will keep it very grounded. In this image we see again how the eye first notices the rather long cropping of each separate image in the diptych, while only later realizing that they have been tucked neatly into a square. The square frame also makes each image seem less long than it actually is.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
UP CLOSE AND PERSONALPortraits work well in the square format when you want to convey a feeling of really zooming in on the subject. Although some photographers would disagree, think about the rule of thirds when placing the subject in the frame. In this case, I wanted to position her right eye near one of the power points, while also retaining a clear view of her cascading hair. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
BOX CARSEither the top or bottom row of this image could have served well as a diptych combining two square formats. The result would have created a "box car" effect with a very precise sense of lateral progression. In this four-square style, the horizontal movement disappears. Instead, we see the shifting positions of the various star-shaped paper cutouts all joined neatly together in identical geometric compartments.



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
Ektachrome slide, circa 1965



Cropping and the Frame

Cropping is probably the fastest and easiest way to dramatically alter the composition of a
photograph. The more difficult issue - and one that you could spend quite a bit of time
considering - is how exactly to crop it.

Rule #1: Simplify

Start by addressing what some people believe are the three most important rules about
composition: simplify, simplify, simplify. If things along the edges of the shot don’t contribute to
either the visual aspects of the composition, or to the subject matter, then crop them out. If
something detracts from the shot, like an unsightly utility pole, then definitely eliminate it.

Highly skilled photographers who have developed a keen eye for composition often frame a
precise shot as they take it, thereby capturing an image that contains all the essential elements of
the scene and nothing more. Such fortuitous photos will require no fix.



For the rest of us, we might have to crop. Even if you have a keen eye, it might be a wise practice
to frame the shot a bit wider than you might think is necessary, just in case there’s something on
the periphery of the main subject that could enhance the image, even though you didn’t realize it
at the time. The human mind tends to zoom in on what it thinks is important and overlooks
what “seems” extraneous. For example, you might go in for a close-up portrait and not realize
that trees along the sides of the shot could have framed the subject nicely, or that the people in
the background add an element of interpersonal interest. If it turns out that the wider shot was
unnecessary, that there isn’t anything on the periphery of the image that enhances it, you can
always crop later in your image editing program. 

Framing the shot is the first crop

Framing a shot as you take it is really a type of cropping. After all, there’s a 360 degree
environment all around you. By taking the shot, you’re slicing that panoramic reality down to a
particular scene within it. In your image editing program, you’re refining that crop even more. In
both the camera and your program, you’re asking the same basic question: What do I want to
isolate and emphasize in this scene?

Creating an abstract

In some cases you might radically crop the image (in the camera or your program) until it enters
the realm of “dépaysement” or abstraction. For example, you crop so tightly into a fork on a
plate that you extract it from the context. It takes on a life and meaning of its own, perhaps
independent of ideas about food and eating. Or your super-tight crop reduces it completely to an
abstract pattern of lines and textures that only vaguely indicates “fork.” 

Improving composition

Other types of crops, although less dramatic, can nevertheless improve an image significantly.
You might crop to enhance the balance, proportions, and geometry of elements in the shot. Let’s
reduce that sky a bit so that it’s about twice the size of the landscape. Or you might crop to place
a subject in a rule of thirds position. Or to place that person’s eye at a captivating dead center. In
traditional portraits, rather then letting a subject float uncomfortably in the middle of the image,
use a crop to attach the person to the frame. 

Changing the meaning of the image

A crop can radically transform the meaning of a photo. One person in a couple is eliminated to
make it appear that the subject is alone. Removing a smoke stack makes a forest look pristinely
untouched by human hands. Cropping out shorts creates the illusion that a bare-chested man is
naked. In these cases, cropping entails reduces, purifys, or simplifys. For artistic purposes, such
alterations may be perfectly acceptable. In the case of photojournalism or other images that
should be presenting a factual reality, the crop could be an objectionable act of deception.



Frame Dimensions

“Aspect ratio” refers to the relative size of the width and height of the image frame. In some
cameras the ratio is 2x3. To print in 5x7, 8x10 or other standard sizes, you’ll have to crop the
original shot. It’s good to keep these standard aspect ratios in mind when you take the photo and
when you crop it when editing. Some crops work well for some types of photos, but not others.
For example, a portrait might work well in 8x10 landscape orientation but an actual landscape
shot will look a bit chopped off on the sides. When preparing images for digital display, crop to
fill the screen for which the image is intended, or crop to any size you want.

The psychological impact of frame dimensions

Proportions affect the perception of the image. Very tall frames emphasize and even exaggerate
the subject's height. They create upward movement. Very wide frames generate lateral movement
and a sense of panoramic vista. The extra long frame of a panoramically stitched image
encourages the eye to pan and scan laterally, just as the eye would normally behave when
viewing an expansive scene, such as a landscape. An aspect ratio that echoes the proportions of
some object within the image might not be consciously perceived by the viewer, but subliminally
it can produce a pleasing feeling of balance and predictability.

Although they lack a sense of vertical or lateral direction, which might pose a problem for some
compositions, square crops convey a feeling of solidity, groundedness, and certainty. Slightly off
square betrays those sensations and feel a bit lopsided and uneasy. Composition strategies for a
square frame might struggle to escape its rigid geometry. Its strict shape tends to direct the eye
to the center of the image, which may not suit the intended composition. Most subjects also have
a distinct direction of width or height, which we often try to align with the corresponding edge of
a rectangular frame, but a square frame offers no distinct direction for echoing the dimension of
the subject. On the other hand, square frames work well for radiating patterns, circles, other
perfectly symmetrical objects, and patterns or textures which have no obvious direction.

The magic 2:3 ratio

If classical theory is correct, then the Golden Ratio of 2 to 3 will be aesthetically satisfying to
almost everyone, perhaps due to the fact that the human eye, which works via binocular vision,
tends to experience the world in the horizontal proportions of the "landscape" oriented 2x3
frame. Perhaps this is why it's a common aspect ratio for cameras. In the vertical orientation, the
2x3 frame may work fine for such subjects as trees, buildings, and standing people, but it may
seem uncomfortably tall for closer portraits, as if we're turning our heads sideways to see the
subject. A crop may be needed. The 2x3 frame feels much more natural in the landscape
orientation, and in that sense does not affect the composition in any remarkable way. There is a
tendency to place objects on a horizontal line in this type of frame, with objects lower in the
image, which creates a feeling of stability. Placing a subject higher tends to create the sensation
of it floating or that we're looking down on it. Some photographers believe that the slightly
"fatter" 3:4 aspect ratio, as you might see in some point-and-shoot digicams, feels even more
unobtrusive than the 2x3 frame, and therefore has even less impact on composition.



Up close and personal versus room to breath

Filling the frame, or not, is an essential question when both taking and cropping the shot. If
elements of the surroundings adds interest to or helps explain the subject, or if they improve the
composition, then don't eliminate them. Stacks of metal surrounding a welder will drive home
the nature of his work, as well as provide leading lines that point to him. Space around subjects
gives them more "room to breath," while cropping the subject tighter to the frame takes us in for
an up close and personal encounter. In some cases a tight crop will indeed feel tight, restrictive,
perhaps even claustrophobic, which may or may not serve the composition. Cropping to attach a
subject to the frame might help secure and ground it, but cropping that puts edges of the subject
close to but not touching the frame might be distracting. 

Some practical issues

Some practical considerations. Remember that the more you crop into an image, the more
resolution you will need to keep the image sharp. This is where high mega-pixel cameras come
in handy. You’ll be able to crop more while still preserving the clarity. And always remember to
save the original. Later on you might change your mind about having eliminated that foreground
of street litter, or having cropped Uncle Joe out of the family portrait because he was picking his
nose.
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Abstract Photographs

 

What is abstract photography?

Depending on their attitude about ambiguity (a point to which we'll return later), no two people
will agree on the same definition. That’s because this topic is so … abstract. 

To draw away from context

So let’s do what I always like to do when I run into problems with definitions. Let’s look it up in
the dictionary and dig into the etymological roots of the word. Mine says that the Latin roots of
“abstract” mean “to draw away from.”

Now that’s a pretty good start, because many discussions of abstract photography focus on how
its an image that emphasizes that which is generalized or universal, as opposed to something
that is concrete, specific, tangible, or representational. An abstract photograph draws away from
that which is realistic or literal. It draws away from natural appearances and recognizable
subjects in the actual world. Some people even say it departs from true meaning, existence, and
reality itself. It stands apart from the concrete whole with its purpose instead depending on
conceptual meaning and intrinsic form.



See what I mean. Abstract photography can get very abstract.

What is that?

As with pornography, we may have a very hard time defining it, but we know abstract
photography when we see it. Here’s the acid test: If you look at a photo and there’s a voice inside
you that says “What is it?”…. Well, there you go. It’s an abstract photograph. 

Part of the appeal of a really good abstract photograph is how it entices people to figure out what
it is. They may not have the same curiosity about an abstract painting, when people sometimes
say that they just don’t get it. Even if people are told what an abstract photograph is, they often
still enjoy the challenge of trying to wrap their minds around the bigger picture from which it
was abstracted.

People who truly love abstract images will often tell you that figuring it out is not the objective.
In fact, they may not even try or want to know. They take delight in its ambiguity. They immerse
themselves into the purely perceptual experience of the colors, textures, and patterns. They like
to immerse themselves into the visceral sensations, moods, and primeval ideas aroused by the
image. They don’t “think” about the image per se, but rather use intuition to sense its meaning
and impact. Does it create sensations of power, mystery, love, loneliness, grief, pain, joy? Is it
the essence of sharp, hard, smooth, brittle, hot, cold. sweet, bitter, loud, or soft? It touches them
and moves them on a purely intuitive level that includes what they taste, touch, smell and feel,
as well as see. It’s not about a particular person, scene, or thing that is brittle, lonely, mysterious,
or cold, but rather about the pure abstract idea and the resulting gut-level experience of those
qualities.

Piet Mondrian, a famous non-representational artist, said that “Every true artist has been
inspired more by the beauty of lines and color and the relationships between them than by the
concrete subject of the picture.” Psychological research on people in altered states of
consciousness, most notably psychedelic experiences, similarly reveals how they draw away from
reality as we usually perceive it, and find themselves thrown into a joyful realization of the
colors, patterns, and textures underlying reality. They get a glimpse into the pure essence of
things. That’s what good abstract photography is about.

Zooming in

As in macro-photography, if you shoot extreme an close-up of almost anything, such as the
backlit leaves of a plant at the beginning of this article. You reduce the otherwise familiar thing
to patterns, textures, and colors that are barely or no longer recognizable as that thing. You draw
away from the familiar world and enter the more primordial realm of the purely visual. The same
effect could be achieved if you zoom in and crop to some small portion of an otherwise ordinary
photograph, which is rather easy to do in digital photography. By doing so, you abstract the part
from the whole. You abstract the basic visual elements of the scene from the scene itself. 



Photographing surfaces

Abstracts can be created by taking shots of areas or
surfaces containing interesting patterns, colors, and
textures without including the larger context which
identifies the location of that area or surface. For
example, shots of walls, roads, clouds, fabrics, flowing
water, a bed of tightly packed flowers, or a bucket of
nails. The black and white photo on the right is of a
light reflection on a wall.

Even photos of large scale areas, as in aerial
photography, can become abstract when the patterns,
colors, and textures supercede the identification of a
specific place.

Wherever we go we are surrounded by all sorts of
interesting patterns, colors, and textures. Human-made
things as well as nature are constantly providing them
for us, if we just open our eyes to notice these things. 

Blur and negative space

Using slow shutter speeds, spinning or waving the
camera, and taking shots of anything that is moving at a
fast speed can result in interesting blurry images that
qualify as abstracts. The photo of fabrics on the right
was taken with a circular rotation of the camera. The
same type of blurring effects can be created in image
editing programs, such as Photoshop. In fact, such
programs contain a wide variety of tools for
transforming any photograph into an abstract image of
textures, colors, and patterns.

Empty or "negative" space may also play a important
role in a abstracts, especially when the space isn't really
empty at all, but is activated in such a way that it
acquires form and conveys sensation.

 

Good versus "OK" abstracts

It may sound like anyone could create an abstract image, that it isn’t so hard to do. Just take a
close-up of a cracked sidewalk, for example. Indeed it’s true that abstract images are fairly easy
to create. However, producing interesting and especially provocative abstracts can be quite a
challenge, even for experienced photographers.



Some people say that abstract images focus on the artistic and aesthetic value of a photograph
regardless of composition and other rules that are usually associated with a “good” photograph.
I’m not so sure about that. Although there may be some appeal to seemingly random or
completely uniform presentations of patterns, colors, and textures, the human mind, in its
intrinsic need for meaning and order, will be far more captivated by abstract images that follow
some of the principles of composition, perhaps especially when the guiding forces are subtle,
when we sense some hidden order beneath the apparent randomness or uniformity. A shot of a
concrete sidewalk filled with chaotic cracks or one evenly textured with grainy particles of stone
may be interesting, but a close-up of a sidewalk where the cracks and grainy surfaces seem to
dance with each other in some subtle pattern will be far more evocative.

It's also good to keep in mind that abstracts can just be fun. Guessing the identity of the thing in
the photo is imaginative play. What might these things be? The answers are in tiny print.
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A green house seen through a wire fence
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Water marks in sand
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Negative Spac e

I find negative space a fascinating aspect
of composition, which is probably due to
my interest in eastern philosophy that
has always emphasized the dynamic
relationship between objects and
emptiness, form and formlessness. In
these philosophies the “void” acquires a
mystically powerful role in the process of
creation. For example, Japanese Zen
Buddhism considers “ma” – which can be
roughly translated as “empty,” “gap,” or
“space” – to be the critical compositional
element of all art forms. The Taoist
philosopher Lao Tzu also stressed the
importance of the emptiness that gives
purpose to things, as he illustrates in this
passage from his Tao Te Ching:

Thirty spokes share the wheel’s hub;
It is the center hole that makes it useful. 
Shape clay into a pot; 
It is the space within that makes it useful. 
Build walls for a room; 
It is the space within that makes it useful.

Negative versus positive space

Defined simply, negative space is the area around and between the subject of an image. It is the
area that is NOT your subject. In Gestalt psychology, they would say that the subject is the
“figure” and the negative space is the “ground.” Unfortunately, the term is misleading because
space isn’t negative in a bad sense. As we’ll see, it plays a very positive role in composition.

Positive space is the area occupied by the subject. It's basically the same thing as saying that it IS
the subject, the figure or form that your mind focuses on, while the rest is “background.”

So if you imagine a photo of a person standing against a bright clear sky with his arms and legs
stretched out, the positive space is the area where you see the person, while the negative space is
the sky around him which has probably blown out to pure white, assuming the person is
properly exposed. Or say you correctly expose the sky rather than the person. In that case the
person becomes a dark silhouette, but the positive space is still the person and the negative
space is still the surrounding sky. Your mind focuses on the silhouetted person and doesn’t
consciously notice the space around it.



This example of a silhouetted body with arms and legs
stretched out helps in understanding how negative space
defines the subject. Because the subject is dark and maybe
even totally black, we can’t see any details of his body.
Nevertheless, the clear sky around the body and between
the arms and legs guides the mind into seeing the
silhouetted shape and recognizing it as a human form.

For the photo on the right, the same principle holds true for
the shadows, which we would recognize as a person, me, in
front of a ladder scratching my head (or, actually, taking a
photo of my shadow with the ladder).

Negative space, not empty space

This simple definition, as well as the examples I just
described, might lead us to believe that negative space is
empty space. This is what the term “negative” suggests, that
things are absent and there’s nothing there. However, that’s
not quite true, at least not in most photographs. While
some areas of a photo may be clipped to pure white or pure black, which is as close to a visual
nothing as we can get, most seemingly empty areas do contain some kind of texture, form, or
detail, even if very faint or blurry. All negative space, even an area of total white or black, has
weight and mass that help define the subject. Besides, the human mind, which cannot fathom
absolute emptiness, will perceive even pure white or black as something – like a wall, or a dark
sky, or an empty room, as in the photo of the cat at the beginning of this article.

Because negative space usually contains at least some
subtle form or texture, a more accurate definition of it is
any non-distracting, seemingly unimportant area, such as
the background or foreground, that doesn’t immediately
draw the conscious attention of the viewer, but nevertheless
helps define and enhance the shape, action, or size of the
subject. It’s anything other than the main subject or focal
point of your photograph, but it in some way supports the
viewer’s attention on that subject or focal point.

So imagine a magnificent tree in a field of grass. The area
around the tree isn’t empty. It’s a field of grass, but because
the color and texture is uniform, it doesn’t capture the eye
like the tree does. The field is negative space that supports
the subject of the tree.

A narrow depth of field might can create negative space by
bringing focus to the subject while blurring details in the
background, foreground, or both. Because our mind doesn’t
like to dwell on blurry areas, this negative space pushes the
eye back to the subject.



From a purely psychological point of view, we might define negative space as any area that the
mind perceives as space around, between, or behind the subject, no matter what might be in that
space. Even in the photograph below, the man, although tiny relative to the size of the image, is
the subject - while the rocky hill and sky are perceived by the mind as space.

 

 

Because some photographers think of negative space as a place for the eye to rest while viewing
the photo (think of the silent moments in music), any area that the mind perceives as a respite
from the subject may be considered negative space. We might even argue that the subject or
positive space is that part of the image that arouses the greatest emotional reaction for the
viewer, while the background or negative space serves to support that reaction rather than
generating an emotional response by itself.

The fascinating thing about negative and positive space, figure and ground, subject and
background – whatever terms you might use – is that they depend on each other. In Taoist
fashion, they create each other. Space is defined when you place an object into it, and the object
is defined by the space around it.

Noticing Negative Space

Because negative space is the area that the eye doesn’t focus on, it’s easy to overlook it when
creating and analyzing a photo. You have to train your eye to see it. You have to focus on the
space around the subject rather than the subject itself.



As an exercise for noticing negative space, artists
focus on the shape of the space around a subject
rather than the subject itself. Imagine doing that for
this photo of leaves. Try to think like a stencil - how
the paper, plastic, or metal of the stencil makes up the
negative space that in turn gives us the shape of the
hole that is the positive space, the subject.

Negative space has an effective visual impact when it
forms an interesting or artistically meaningful shape.
In visual design, they say the space is “activated” or
“on” - as opposed to uninteresting space that is “off.”
Activated negative space actually may be the subject
of the image. And yet, you may not consciously notice
it, or at least not right away.

One thing you can do to appreciate negative space is
turn a photo sideways or upside down to look at it. By
doing so, you bypass the part of your brain that wants
to categorize and label things. Instead you give your
eye a chance to just notice the shapes of the subject
and space, and how they interact with each other.
You’ll see that negative space can appear anywhere in
an image: usually along the edges if the subject is near the center, but sometimes in the middle,
as in a shot through a tunnel or in the image below of the rattan table. The space is said to be
“trapped” when the positive space encloses it.

 

Sensitizing yourself to the relationship between negative space and the subject will help you
notice when they interact in unsightly ways. Imagine a photo of a woman standing in a field. She
is the subject and the background field is the space. We perceive them as separate – subject and
background – but then we notice a tree in the field extending out of the woman’s head. Rather
than being part of the negative space, the tree now becomes part of the positive space and a
grotesque appendage to the woman’s head!



The Role of the Frame

The frame plays an important role in shaping negative
space, whether that frame consists of the edges of a
print, a digital image, or the camera’s viewfinder. The
frame bounds the negative space on the outside, while
the positive space (the subject) bounds it on the inside.
It's easy to overlook this function of the frame because
the mind tends to perceive it as extraneous to the
image, as a kind of container or handle for the image
rather than part of the image. We probably develop this
perceptual blind spot as adults because children tend to
notice the effect of the frame on composition more
quickly. Adults often have to train themselves to see it.

Consider this example. You’re shooting up towards the
top of several tall buildings that surround you. As you
move the viewfinder around, the shape of the sky, which
is the negative space, changes as it becomes bounded
between the edges of the frame and the sides of the
buildings. Is the shape of the sky square, rectangular,
triangular, long, squat, thin, horizontal, vertical, diagonal? What happens to the shape of the
negative space when different corners of the buildings touch the frame, thereby enclosing
different sections of the negative space - or when you align certain edges of the building with the
frame? How do the sizes and shapes of the sky compare to those of the buildings? Imagine how
you might apply those same questions to the photo of the leaves.

Negative space is not constant. It is always being shaped by the edges of the frame. It keeps
changing in size and shape as you move the viewfinder to find different ways to bound the space.
The proportions and balance of negative and positive space shift, sometimes in a more
aesthetically pleasing way, sometimes not. If the subject fills most of the frame, the negative
space is smaller than if the subject fills only a portion of the frame. The ratio of negative to
positive space can make or break the composition.

It’s a good idea to train yourself to see negative space as you are looking through the viewfinder
to take a shot, but you can also modify its size and shape by cropping the image. Sometimes it’s
quite amazing to see how an ordinary image suddenly pops when cropping alters the negative
space in an interesting way or creates an intriguing balance of negative and positive space.
Unlike the camera viewfinder, which forces specific dimensions to the shot, cropping has the
advantage of letting you choose different widths and heights of the frame, which gives you more
freedom in adjusting the size and position of the negative space relative to the subject.

Strategies for Using Negative Space

Thanks to the creative talents of artists, photographers, and graphic designers, there are many
useful ideas about how to work with negative space. In fact, “working space” is a term that refers
to negative space that serves the composition. Don’t simply fill empty space, use it effectively!
Here are some of those ideas:



Distribution of Space: Centering a subject tends to neutralize space by pushing it to the
perimeter of the image and making it evenly symmetrical. Space on all sides creates a static,
calm, formal feeling. It may not be very interesting to the eye. Placing a subject off center can
activate the space and make it come alive. Unevenly distributed space tends to do a better job of
connecting the elements of an image because they will seem to be grouped. Evenly distributed
space tends to make elements float independently of each other.

Shape of the Space: Consider the shape of the space in an image. Is it interesting? How might
you make it compliment, echo, or contrast with the shape of the subject? Space with a very
interesting shape can compete with the subject. It can become the subject. Or it might establish a
figure/ground "reversal” in which the space and the subject alternate as the focus of the eye,
resulting in a sensation of movement, competition and tension between figure and ground, or
even the feeling that the eye is being tricked. When the elements of an image create “closure”
they may activate the shape of negative space – for example, a curved line of chairs that suggest
a circle. In the photo above of the rattan table turned sideways, the table is the subject or figure,
and yet the trapped space of the blurry background trees is so geometrically shaped and
precisely framed by the table that it competes for attention as the figure. The mind switches back
and forth between seeing the space as figure and ground.

Amount of Space: Equal amounts of negative and positive space in a composition produce a
harmonious balance. Having too much or too little of one or the other might ruin a photograph
by making the composition seem awkward, overwhelming, or unstable. Too much space can
make the subject look insignificant, insubstantial, or lost. Too little space makes the subject
appear cramped and the image too crowded; there’s no sense of “absorbability.”

A perfect balance is not necessary or even desirable. Playing with the proportions of negative to
positive space yields interesting results. A generous amount of space makes the subject stand
out. As the subject gets bigger, it begins to activate and balance the space, eventually reaching a
point where the figure dominates the ground, especially when the space is evenly distributed and
uninteresting in shape. When the subject is small and the shape of the space is interesting, the
ground dominates the figure. You might deliberately tilt the balance of negative and positive
space in order to create a feeling of the subject being awkward, unstable, insignificant, cramped,
or lost - as in the photo of the man on the rocky hillside.

Space Providing Direction: Space can generate a sense of direction and movement that can
compliment or contrast with the direction and movement of the subject. Space on the bottom
creates a vertical “up” feeling. Space on the top emphasizes “down.” Space on the left pushes
elements to the right while space on the right pushes elements to the left, as in the photo of the
cat. Space can draw the eye into an image and also lead the eye out of the image.

Distracting Space: Try to avoid using space as a ploy that draws too much attention to itself.
Sometimes the viewer might be too conscious of it. It can be distracting and might detract from
the message of the image.

Emotional Reactions to Space: Different presentations of space conjure up different
emotional reactions. Lots of it suggests solitude, absence, cleanliness, purity, heaven, sky,
abundance, openness, barrenness, vastness, silence, calmness, rarity, luxury, style, wealth,
generosity, simplicity, wastefulness, arrogance, or elitism. Think about space as a basic need for
emotional health. Think also about the psychological concept of “personal space” – how people
have a zone around their bodies that they consider private. We all need our space.
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Circular Compositions

The circle is the most primordial of geometric shapes.

Among the wide range of organic patterns in nature, only rarely do we see triangles or
rectangles. They are the hallmark of human-made things. Circles, however, have dominated our
experience of nature for millennium. We see its shape in the sun that provides light and warmth,
in the mysteriously peaceful glow of the moon, and in the journey of all heavenly bodies across
the sky. The circle gave us the wheel, which empowered us to travel longer and further,
ultimately culminating in the realization that the entire world, and perhaps the universe itself,
are circular.

Even our visual experience of the environment bears the kinship shape of the ellipse, as
determined by the contours of our eye’s field of view. We would not see the world at all, nor have
that proverbial opportunity to glimpse into the human soul, if not for the perfectly round iris and
pupil of the human eye.



For all these reasons, circles are embedded in our minds as a fundamental experience and
archetypic symbol. It represents unity, wholeness, completion, fullness, connectedness, and
perfection, which is why we often associate it with the cosmos, spiritual energy, and a God with
no beginning or end. It is the infinite and the eternal, as well as the sign of movement, mobility,
repetition, cycles, and revolution. Because the circle encloses what is inside, it conveys the feeling
of boundary, focus, centering, embodiment, containment, and self-sufficiency. In various
religions throughout history, the circle symbolized the nurturing womb, sacred space, and the
human psyche, as evident in the circular mandalas of Buddhism and Hinduism.

As you can see, it’s easy to wax the poetic about the circle. So let’s not forget some of its possible
negative connotations. Despite its suggestion of unity, a circle can create inclusivity versus
exclusivity. Some things belong inside; some are left out. Especially with small circles, the
enclosure might feel insular, claustrophobic, even like a trap. The endless repetition of its shape
might also suggest a lack of direction and aimlessness. No one wants to be accused of circular
reasoning or walking in circles. Finally, a circle is zero, emptiness, nothing at all.

Given the variety of meanings we associate with the circle, it becomes a powerful device in
photographic composition. In fact, circular compositions have been popular throughout the
history of art and photography. They take at least four different forms: (1) a circular object serves
as the primary subject of the image, (2) objects or people appear in a circular formation, (3) the
placement of elements in a photo encourages the eye to move in a circular pattern around the
image, and, (4) the corners of the frame are softened or rounded off in order to create a circular
feeling to the photo. Complex pictures might combine two or more of these compositional
approaches. Elliptical shapes can serve the same purposes as circular ones because the eye often
perceives them as circles viewed from an angle.

A Circular Object as the Primary Subject

Our environment offers us a wide range of circular
things to photograph. Besides eyes, wheels, and the
heavenly bodies already mentioned, there are balls,
clocks, fruit, globes, plates, cups, gears, gauges, table
tops, and signs, to name a few. Their circularity has an
intrinsic appeal, both symbolically and on a purely visual
level. Circular things are microcosms, worlds unto
themselves. If there are several of them, they suggest
worlds joining, separating, cooperating, competing, or
colliding. When embedded within each other, they reveal
the mystical puzzle of worlds within worlds.

The circularity of objects is pleasantly emphasized within
the photo's rectangular frame. The abruptness of the
frame’s right angles provides contrast to the smooth
curves. Circular objects in square frames are particularly
appealing as both shapes are perfectly symmetrical yet
different. In the photo of the firepit, we see a variety of
circular shapes, some embedded within each other - with
all of them tucked within a square frame.



Because they possess that feeling of an enclosing movement, circular objects also lend
themselves readily to the Gestalt law of perception known as “closure.” Circularity is so
powerfully suggestive that the eye will complete the shape of a circular object even if only a part
of it, even as little as a third, appears in the photo. In the photo of the circular fire pit disappears
outside the frame, and yet we have no problem seeing the entire shape as a complete circle. In
fact, we would only need to see a small segment of its curved perimeter in order to imagine the
rest of it arching out of the frame and then curving back in. In its power to unify, the partially
visible circle joins together the space inside and outside the frame.

Circular Formations

Objects arranged in a circular pattern tend to create a
sense of organization and unity. Even in cases where the
image might otherwise look confusing, a circular
formation can help simplify it by creating the impression
of order. In fact, painters attempting to cope with a work
that is starting to become chaotic sometimes resolve the
problem by rearranging an element to create the
suggestion of a circular pattern. Such control over the
picture isn’t always possible in photography when
shooting a scene, although photo-editing programs do
give us the power to rearrange the elements of the image,
similar to painting.

The circular formation draws the eye inward, preventing
it from wandering outside the bounds of the frame. As
illustrated in the photo of the chairs and rug arranged
around a stool, the viewer’s attention becomes absorbed
into the circuit, moving along the path of the circular
pattern from one element to another, beginning at the
point most prominent and later returning to it.

In the beach photo, our eye moves around the circular
path created by the trees, the standing woman, and the
subject lying down. Usually the effect is most appealing
when the circular formation is subtle, perhaps barely
noticed consciously by the viewer. An obviously circular
design might feel contrived. As in the use of circular
objects, circular compositions can be appealing in their
contrast to the rectangular shape of the frame.

The effect of focusing attention on and within the circular
formation can be so strong that elements outside it might
not be noticed. For this reason, advocates of traditional
composition say that the primary subject should lie either
along or inside the circuit. If it appears outside, the eye
will be thrown off the circular track. In an untraditional
composition this might be exactly the effect you intend.



If you want to create the idea of something being different,
unconventional, not belonging, excluded, or disrupting order
and continuity, place it outside the circular formation. An
exit for the eye, like a door or window in the background, is
another example of how placing something outside the circle
can enhance the quality of the image. Once the eye feels
satisfied, it can leave the circuit as well as the image through
the visual exit. Interesting elements outside the circular
formation also can provide an intriguing balance of attention
that alternates between focusing and opening up.

Radiating patterns, as in the photo of a playground climber,
often function similarly to circular ones. They might suggest
movement bursting outward or converging inward, but they
do beckon the eye towards a central point, while also
creating rhythms that please the eye.

Circular Observations

In a composition that encourages circular observations, the eye first focuses on the dominant
element of the composition, then moves outwards, curving around the image to notice other
elements, and finally returns to the dominant element. The cycle might repeat itself, taking a
slightly different path each time, but with the overall effect being a circular movement.

Although this type of composition bears similarities to circular formations, it differs in that the
elements creating the circuit are not necessarily separate objects arranged in a circular pattern.
Instead, interesting features of just one or two objects encourage a circular movement of the eye.
The circular feeling is more a function of how the eye moves rather than a tangible visual
arrangement of different objects. Imagine, for example, a subject staring intently into the
camera, with one hand gently touching the shoulder and the other gripping the waist. The eye is
tempted to move from the face, to one hand, then to the other hand, then return to the face.

Images that stimulate circular observations can take us on a process of discovery. We begin by
looking at the dominant component, but learn increasingly more about its meaning as we widen
our attention to consider the other elements in the circuit. When we finally return to the
dominant component, we see it with a deeper understanding than when we started.

Circular Internal Framing

In traditional theories of composition, artists take care to mute the viewer’s awareness of the
edges and right angles of the frame. They don’t want anyone’s eyes getting locked into the
corners or wandering out the boundaries of the image. They want to encourage the viewer’s
attention to stay inside the picture. Some artists believe that it’s actually much easier to create
good compositions within a rounded rather than rectangular frame - but perhaps due to the
greater difficulty of producing and displaying oval and circular formats, they never caught on in
painting and photography. One could also argue, as I have previously, that the contrast of a
circular composition within a rectangular frame can be aesthetically pleasing.



It's possible to smooth out the rectangularity by softening the corners with internal framing. For
example, use leaves or clouds to round off the corners, or darken or lighten them with
vignetting. Some people regard such tactics as clumsy substitutes for truly good circular
composition that keeps the eye moving within the image. But if used subtly, in a way that
captures a meaningful sensation or emotion (like being trapped), or in combination with other
techniques for circular composition, internal framing can work quite well. In the photo below of
the woman holding out her hand, the dark vignetting serves as a rounded internal frame that
encourages the eye to circulate from the woman's face, to her hand, to the bracelet, and back to
her face.

 The big picture of composition 
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Movement in Photographs

Two people were arguing about a flag flapping in the wind. 
"It's the wind that’s moving," stated the first one. 
"No, it’s the flag that’s moving," contended the second.
A Zen master, who happened to be walking by, overheard the debate and interrupted them. 
"Neither the flag nor the wind is moving. It is MIND that moves."

 

We don’t have to ponder the considerably complex philosophical ideas embedded in this classic
Zen story, but its basic point rings true for our appreciation of photography. When we look at an
image, we can experience motion because the human mind miraculously creates it even though
it might not “objectively” be there. The mind perceives movement because the mind itself moves.
Let’s explore the different ways this can happen in a photograph.



The Rhythm of Repeating Elements

When photographers talk about movement in an
image, they often refer to the rhythmic effect of some
visual element that repeats itself – for example, people
standing in a line, a row of birds sitting on a tree
branch, or the march of gravestones in the photo on
the right. Repeating patterns and motifs can have a
similar rhythmic feeling. Recurring elements create a
sense of momentum and continuation, much like
notes on a page of music. Your eye flows from one, to
another, to another. It’s a visual beat.

Because in many cultures people read from left to
right, a repetition that moves in that direction will feel
more natural than the opposite path from right to left,
which might feel more tense and uneven. Try moving
your eyes slowly from left to right, then right to left.
You’ll notice that difference between smooth and
jagged motion. Because we usually perceive movement
laterally in our visual world, the eye also tends to
notice horizontal beats more easily than vertical ones.

The borders of the photograph tend to limit the
repetition, so we experience only one segment of the rhythm, one measure of beats. However,
thanks to the Gestalt perceptual law known as “continuation,” we might sense that the repetition
does indeed go beyond the frame of the image, into the unknown space outside its boundaries.
Depending on the visual and symbolic qualities of the photo, we might even sense an everlasting,
eternal beat, as in the photo of the gravestones that suggests the inevitability of death.

According to traditional concepts in visual design, the sense of motion created by a recurring
element might become boring when it repeats itself without change, or is in some way very
predictable. Personally, I often enjoy such images for their soothing, hypnotic consistency, like a
steady roll of waves in the ocean or the ticking of a clock – but I see the point made by the
traditionalists. They would suggest breaking up the repetitive rhythm with some anomaly, as in a
scene where a quarter appears in a seemingly endless array of pennies.

In her Color Workbook, Becky Koenig draws on ideas in music to describe different types of
visual rhythm. Some are legato involving sustained, connected, and smoothly flowing elements
along a visual path. A staccato rhythm is a broken, on-again-off-again configuration of
disconnected repetitious parts. A progressive rhythm emanates or gradates from a given point in
a radiating fashion, while an alternating rhythm involves a shift between two or more different
types of rhythmic structures. To the list we might add syncopated rhythm where some elements
occur off the previously established main beat of the visual pattern, during the down beat.

In designing a photograph it helps to visualize how sheet music looks. Try to sense the
movement in the progression, rise and fall, and shape of the notes; in the lines of the staff, the
sequence of measures, and the appearance of rest stops, legato lines, and staccato marks. Even
for photographers who aren’t musicians, the visual rhythms of sheet music can be inspiring.



Gradation

Koenig also talks about gradated changes that suggest movement – as in progressive changes of
scale, shape, color, position, texture, tone, and complexity. Imagine a line of bottles similar in
shape, but decreasing in size; a bright foreground that transforms to grayscale in the
background; or a complex pile of paper clips that gradually tapers to a single isolated paper clip.
In the photo of the gavestones, it's the change in their colors and perceived sizes.

Gradation implies motion because it simulates transition and the passage of time in a visual
sequence of events. There is a metamorphosis taking place - a feeling of before, during, and after.
The bottle shrinks, the scene fades, one paper clip extracts itself from the pile. The eye follows
gradation through the coherent progression to its natural conclusion. The gradation might also
lead to a focal point, which we perceive as the final resting place of the movement.

Blur

With slow shutter speeds, a moving subject
looks blurry. The more blur, the greater the
perceived movement. The eye naturally
registers fast moving objects as blurry, but
because we’re accustomed to looking at
photos, we accept the blur of a person casually
walking as an indication of movement, even
though in real life we’d see the scene in perfect
focus. Blur is photo-speak for “motion.”

Sometimes it’s the camera that’s moving rather
than the subject – for example, when we
shake, pan, or wave it during the shot. In the
"take-off" photo on the right, it's the plane I'm
in that's moving, and not the buildings.

These kinds of camera blur presents the viewer
with some interesting perceptual options. The
effect might be our sensing that the subject or
scene is shaking, gliding, or sweeping.

Or we might experience the photographer, and
we the viewers who will identify with the
photographer, as shaking, gliding, or
sweeping. What’s happening in the scene will
tend to reinforce one perception or the other.

If there’s any indication of something moving in the scene, like a person walking, then the sense
of movement created by camera blur will supplement it. If the scene logically should be static,
like a landscape, we might suspect we and the photographer are in motion, as when shooting out
the window of a moving car.

 



In some cases we may sense that both the photographer and something in the scene are in
motion, as in the classic panning shot of a person, vehicle, or animal speeding by. We can see
that the subjects are traveling while the blurry background tells us that we’re following along
with our head and eyes.

Blur filters in Photoshop and other image editing programs come in handy for creating different
types of movement sensations, with effects ranging from wildly extreme to so subtle that the
viewer feels but cannot consciously verbalize it. Photoshop’s “motion blur” can be varied in
strength and direction, which simulates panning when applied to the whole photo and subject
movement when applied selectively to the subject. “Radial blur” comes in two flavors: “spin” for
rotating sensations (which was used for the photo at the top of this article) and “zoom” for the
feeling of pushing in towards the subject, much like racking the lens during a shot.

Even a narrow depth of field, created either during the shot with a wide aperture or in post-
processing using selectively applied blur, creates a sensation of movement – as if our eyes or the
scene itself is snapping into focus at a specific spot, much like the pull-focus technique in
cinematography. Any of these techniques combined and/or applied selectively to different areas
of a photograph can create unusual, even surrealistic experiences of movement.

Optical Effects

Op Art became famous for creating geometric
patterns that play tricks on the eye. The optical
illusions cause us to see the image as swelling,
warping, flashing, or vibrating. For example, when
patterns contain complementary colors that are
close to each other, they seem to pulse, as if the
colors are repelling one another. The effect is
particularly strong with green and red.

In the photo on the right, the collection of strong
complementary colors creates the feeling that the
lights behind the glass tray are pulsing.

These optical vibrations are more difficult to
achieve in photography than in art and graphic
design because real world scenes containing these
patterns are uncommon. However, some famous
photographers, like László Moholy-Nagy,
specialized in them. In our modern age of digital
photography, post-processing gives us more control
in creating these effects.

Optical effects also include the sense of movement
created by different lenses, such as wide angles producing a feeling of “fanning out,” while
telephoto lenses “zoom” us to a point of focus. Lens flare, camera leaks, and pinhole photographs
immerse us into the streaking, swirling, and radiating movements of light.



Frozen and Implied Motion

Because we’ve been looking at photographs all our
lives, we’ve grown accustomed to the idea that they
capture a moment frozen in time. Consciously or
unconsciously, we assume there is a before and after
that flow into and out of that moment, that this
magically static instant points to the world we know
is filled with movement.

High shutter speed shots that freeze people,
animals, vehicles, rivers, balls, and other subjects in
motion clearly let us know that the photo is
extracted from a scene with action. The mind fills in
the rest. We humans are so acutely aware of our
own body language that almost any shot of people
encourages us to read movement into their
postures, even if they are sitting, lying, standing.

If you look at the last three words in that previous
sentence, they are all verbs suggesting action, albeit
subtle action, what psychologists who work with the
Rorschach inkblot test call “passive movement.” Even the direction in which people, animals,
cameras, weapons, etc. are looking (“line of sight”), as well as someone or something facing a
certain direction, imply movement in that direction. Any photo that reminds us of gravity, like a
rock perched on the edge of a cliff, implies a force that says “going down."

In the photo that captures the drummer between beats, we can't help but anticipate and even feel
the next striking movement of his stick.

Eye Movement in Composition

Eye movement is intrinsic to vision. In order to see anything the eye continually moves around a
scene. It never stops scanning, even in a situation where everything is at rest. Composition in
photography is about controlling how the viewer’s eye progresses through the image and the
resulting subliminal experience of movement. It establishes the rhythm for how the eye scans.

Because the eye moves along lines, different types of lines create different feelings of movement.
This effect is referred to as “vectors” and “kinetics.” Verticals go up and down to cooperate with
or defy gravity; horizontals shift from side to side; diagonals cut across the scene with force and
unresolved tension; curved lines, which continually change direction, present graceful flow or
quick acceleration depending on their degree of bend; s-lines and zig-zags oscillate back and
forth in either predictable or unpredictable fashions. How do the lines diverge, converge, radiate,
circle, zoom in, zoom out, focus the eye on something or open up the field of view? How do the
various line movements interact with each other – by joining forces to enhance a particular
sensation of motion; by modifying or competing with each other’s movement; by creating a
dynamic tension such as going up versus going down, or going left versus going right?



A variety of other composition strategies can generate the ambiance of movement. Competition,
contrast, or ambiguity between foreground and background, or between figure and ground,
creates a back and forth shifting. Elements with visual weight placed near the bottom of the
image suggest a settling or sinking feeling, while placing them near the top encourages a gravity-
defying lift. A sense that the various parts of the photo are balanced or unbalanced reminds us of
stable versus teetering things. Unusual objects and peculiar placing of objects keep drawing the
eye back to them, while negative space creates an osmotic pull on the subject down the visual
concentration gradient. Even a well-unified composition implies a hidden force that provides
order and structure, as if the composition pulls together and binds the visual elements into a
coherent structure. In fact, it’s our experience of that invisible force that makes such
compositions beautiful.

Do All Photos Move?

Of course some images possess more activity than others, and it would be silly to argue that
movement in photographs is on par with what we see in movies. Nevertheless, I find it
impossible to imagine a photo that doesn’t involve any kind of motion. By simply looking at it we
immerse ourselves into the activity called seeing. On top of that, our imagination projects all
sorts of movement into the photo. In the final analysis, do we conclude that all photos move?
Not exactly. It's the mind that moves.
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Body Language in Photography

A photograph can’t capture people’s voices, so it
fails to convey what people say about
themselves. However, what people say doesn’t
always accurately reflect what they are actually
thinking and feeling. In fact, people sometimes
use verbalizations to modify, filter, and censor
the expression of what goes on inside them.

Many psychologists believe that non-verbal
communication reveals as much, or more, than
talk. The physical appearance of people, the way
they dress, how they move and position
themselves, speaks volumes.

Much of what happens with body language is
actually unconscious. People can monitor and
control it to a certain degree, but often their
physical movement conveys their feelings when

they aren’t verbalizing them, even when they don’t want to or can’t verbalize them because those
feelings are unconscious. For example, research suggests that people, without even realizing it,
lean slightly forward when thinking about the future, and slightly backward when thinking about
the past. The body doesn’t know how to lie.

Although a photograph cannot record body movement over time, as does video, it excels in
portraying the essence of a person disclosed through body language at a particular moment in
time. It can capture a physical expression that might last only a second, that otherwise might go
unnoticed in the stream of a person’s movement.

In this article I'll first talk about body language and then offer some photographs as examples of
what psychologists have called "photoanalysis," which includes a study of many features of a
photograph, but especially body language.

Understanding Body Language Patterns

Photographers who like to photograph people might benefit from familiarizing themselves with
the basic body language patterns that portray particular emotions and mental states. A cluster of
physical signals make up a pattern, which more reliably expresses a person’s mental state than a
single aspect of body posture. Photographers might use this knowledge to recognize a revealing
moment to capture, or to direct models into a psychologically intriguing pose. Although these
categories overlap, it’s helpful at first to think of them as relatively distinct states of mind.



I’ll focus on body language patterns that a camera can record, as opposed to those elements of
body dynamics that a photograph has difficulty capturing (for example, a person's tone of voice
might be considered body language). I’ll also offer a description of different patterns that results
in a exaggerated, even caricatured depiction of a particular emotion or mental state. More
realistic body language involves subtle variations of these patterns, while psychologically
intriguing body language synergistically mixes signals from different patterns. Combinations of
signals that seem to contradict each other – like a clenched fist along with a smiling face – might
result in especially fascinating images that capture the conflicting dimensions of the human
personality. My first person descriptions in the list that follows are intended to help you FEEL
the mental states associated with these different patterns:

Aggression: Frowning, snarling, baring teeth, staring, with redden face, rigid body, clenched
fists, and large, threatening and insulting gestures, you display unexpectedly sudden movements,
intrude on someone’s space, and deliver unwanted or hostile body contact.

Concentration and Attention: Very still, with fixed gaze, furrowed brow, and an open body (as
opposed to looking closed off), you lean your body and tilt your head towards the person or
object on which you are concentrating. You seem unaware of distractions.

Boredom: Yawning, looking tired, with a blank expression and a slouching or leaning body, you
tap your toes, drum your fingers, doodle, and glance at your watch. You don’t seem to be paying
attention to someone or something that should be your focus.

Closed off: With crossed arms, ankles, or legs, you look down or away. You wrap your arms
around an object. You are trying to hide, hold yourself, and curl up as if in fetal position.

Defensiveness and Protection: You cover vulnerable parts of your body, lower your chin, cross
your arms, close and then cross your legs. While averting your eyes, you look rigid and try to
make yourself small. You use an object for a protective barrier and your arms and hands to fend
off things that seem threatening.

Deceptiveness: With a tense body, forced smile, and hands in your pockets, you appear
distracted. You sweat, bite the inside of your mouth, and look away.

Dominance and power: By standing erect and above, with legs spread and hands on hips, you
make yourself bigger and higher than others. Your face is disapproving, frowning, sneering. You
look people directly in the eye. You invade and occupy their territory, break the rules, and
possess objects of power.

Contemplation (as in thinking, judging, evaluating): With folded and steepled hands, pursed lips,
intense gaze but relaxed body, you touch your mouth, chin, and the sides of the nose. You seem
lost in thought.

Openness: Your legs, arms, and hands are open and receptive. Your body and eyes are relaxed.
You remove your jacket and unbutton your collar.

Readyness (being poised for some action): You lean and point your body and eyes towards a
specific direction. Your body is slightly tense as you prepare to stand up or grip something with
your hands.



Relaxation: With a relaxed gaze, open hands, and gentle gesturing, you appear unconcerned and
happy. Your shoulders and limbs are hanging loosely. Your body looks tensionless, balanced,
even sagging.

Romance and Sexuality: With dilated pupils and a fixed gaze, you point your feet and hands
towards the other person. You lean in while you seductively play with something in your hand,
something sexually symbolic. You copy the other person’s body language, preen, brush your
fingers through your hair, caress yourself, display your body and expose some part of it while
pursing, touching, and licking your lips. Moving into the other person’s personal space, you
brush by, gently touch, then caress the body.

Submissiveness: You are very still. Your face is white, your chin turned down. Sweating, you
smile with your mouth but not your eyes. You touch your face, tug your hair, offer your hands
out with palms up, but then turn your head to look away. You hunch over, crouch, and curl up to
make yourself small.

The Face and Hands

Obviously the face, but also the hands, play a critical role in expressing emotion and mental
states. These areas of the body are rich in nerve endings, and disproportionately large areas of
the brain are devoted to processing information about what’s happening there, which attests to
how important Mother Nature considers them in people perception.

If you doubt the importance of the hands in expressing thoughts and emotions, consider the fact
that a whole language, sign language, revolves around the pictorial shaping of the hands and
fingers. Or the fact that some photography models specialize in hands. Or that there are
hundreds of different hand gestures, like beckoning, the high-five, thumbs up, wagging a finger,
handshakes, saluting, and flipping the bird. People clench their fists when angry, fidget with
their fingers when nervous, and wave you off when they want to avoid you. As many fascinating
photographs show us, people often use hand gestures while they are talking, sometimes without
even realizing what they are doing. It's an interesting moment to take the shot. Some
psychological studies suggest that such gesturing helps people access language and memory. As a
general rule, it’s a good idea to pay attention to the hands when photographing people.

And how could we not pay attention to the face? The complexity and nuances of facial expression
reflect the diversity and subtlety of human emotion. People wear their personalities on their
faces. These are the reasons why we are fascinated by portrait photography. However, as the
well-known psychologist Paul Ekman discovered in his research, there do seem to be seven basic
emotions conveyed by seven basic facial expressions that people around the world recognize:

Sadness: The eyelids droop; the inner corners of the brows rise; the corners of the lips pull
down; the lower lip push up in a pout.

Surprise: The upper eyelids and brows rise; the jaw drops open.

Anger: Both the lower and upper eyelids tighten; the brows lower and draw together. Intense
anger raises the upper eyelids as well. The jaw thrusts forward, the lips press together, and the
lower lip pushes up.



Contempt: As the only expression that appears on just one side of the face, in contempt one half
of the upper lip tightens upward.

Disgust: The nose wrinkles; the upper lip rises; the lower lip protrudes.

Fear: The eyes widen; the upper lids rise, as in surprise, but the brows draw together. The lips
stretch horizontally.

Happiness: The corners of the mouth lift in a smile. The eyelids tighten, the cheeks rise; the
outside corners of the brows pull down.

Whether faces can express any more than these seven emotions is still a highly debated issue. As
psychologist myself, as well as a photographer, I find it hard to ignore the many nuances of facial
expression. Similar to the message clusters described previously, variations in the intensity of
these facial expressions, along with different combinations of the seven basic patterns,
communicate a wide range of mental states. What do people look like when they feel a mixture of
happiness and sadness, or when their surprise slides into anger? It’s these more nuanced
expressions that lead to fascinating portraiture photography. To accurately capture these subtle
aspects of facial expressions, close-ups will work better, as will full face and ¾ view shots, as
opposed to profiles.

Body Language in Composition

Body language in a photograph never occurs in a vacuum. Other elements of the image influence
how we interpret the physical appearance and posture of the subject. Consider the role of body
language in the overall composition of the shot:

Angles and Lines: How do the lines formed by arms, legs, head, hands, and torso interact with
each other, other lines in the image, and the frame? Do they reinforce each other, as in feeling
peacefully horizontal, firmly vertical, energetically diagonal, or do they compete in interesting
ways? Portrait photographers say that photos are more appealing when the shoulders and head
are at an angle to each other, as opposed to being lined up, which looks like a mug shot - unless,
of course, you’re going for a mug shot effect that feels solid, direct and even aggressive, as in the
body language of the “full face threat” when you confront someone head on.

Shapes: How do the shapes formed by the person’s arms, legs, head, hands, and body interact
with each other, other shapes in the image, and the frame? Consider the psychological meanings
associated with those shapes. For example, circular formations of the body suggest unity and
enclosure, as in hugging oneself - while triangular shapes imply groundedness, as in standing
with feet planted wide and firm. But is there a diagonal line elsewhere in the photo that
threatens to pierce the circle, or an indecisively curvy shape wiggling behind the subject with
strong akimbo legs? Does a subject’s body and outstretched arm form a boxy, claustrophobic
square with the frame, or perhaps a dynamically tilted triangle?

Movements: Body language can present movements of closing in, contracting, opening,
expanding, crossing, coming closer, and shifting away. How do other aspects of the image
influence these sensations – such as a receding perspective, the visual rhythm of repeating
elements, bubbling bokeh, blur, and gradated changes in tone, color, shapes, and complexity? Do
they supplement, balance, or contradict those movements?



Tactile Sensations: We associate touching and tactile sensations with body language, like being
stiff, loose, hard, soft, rough, smooth, and relaxed. Consider how textures in the image
complement, balance, or compete with those sensations.

The Environment and Symbolic Elements: Obviously, the environment will have a big impact on
how we interpret the subject’s body language. A relaxed, reclining man with a dangling arm will
strike us very differently when he’s lying in bed at home or on a bench in a crowded subway
station. Also consider the impact of the symbolic elements in the image, such as a person curled
up next to a small bicycle, a bright light shining behind a woman deep in contemplation, or a
woman raising her nose as she walks by a fancy car.

Post-Processing: In the post-processing of an image, think about whether you want to use effects
that echo, supplement, or oppose the body language in the shot. A soft focus will enhance a
moment of tenderness. High contrast will magnify an aggressive body. Will reversing those
effects soften or undo the impact of the body language? Will it provide a curiously different
viewpoint for interpreting the postures of the subjects?

Two Shots and Group Shots

The body language of one person is very intriguing, but things really get interesting when we see
two or more people together. When teaching my college course on group dynamics, I
photographed the students in their groups. I asked them to create a particular pose for me that
they felt said something about them, or I captured a spontaneous moment. While discussing the
photos weeks later, we found ourselves amazed at how much the body language revealed about
individual people, relationships between people, and the group as a whole. The photos taken
early in the semester often predicted what happened later in the group's history. They revealed
subtle interpersonal dynamics that hadn't yet fully surfaced in the group's awareness.

Listed below are some of the insights from our discussions. These observations might be useful
to photographers who enjoy taking spontaneous shots of groups, as well as those who are posing
subjects for a particular psychological effect. As we’ve discovered in my group dynamics course,
even when you ask people to line up and form rows in a seemingly mundane “class photo” style,
their body language and position in the group might reveal a lot. For all of these items below,
consider how your viewpoint when you take the shot might capture some of these elements of
body language, but not others. Did you include the important elements, or accidentally miss
them? Timing is also critical in the ever-changing flow of group activity, so it’s a good idea to
recognize and even anticipate when these elements of body language will appear.

Personal space: We all have this invisible zone around our bodies that we consider our own
personal space. Only people with whom we are intimate are allowed into this zone. When anyone
else enters it, we might feel intruded upon or threatened. Think about the discomfort of being in
a crowded elevator. In a photo of two or more people, can you see the personal spaces of the
subjects? Does the size of the space vary for different people? Is someone inviting, tolerating, or
trying to eject someone else from that personal space?

Distance and Proximity: This overlaps with the idea of personal space. We can think of physical
distance between people in a group as possibly indicating the degree of emotional closeness
between them. Who is standing next to whom? What people are far apart? Generally speaking,
the more physically close all the people are in a group, the more cohesive that group is.



Orienting and touching: Touching, looking at, leaning, reaching, or pointing towards another
person might also indicate intimacy, or the desire for it. Is the direction of this body language
one-way, or reciprocated?

Clusters: Every group of three or more people tends to have subgroups – i.e., people who feel
more bonded to each other than to the other people in the group. In a photo you can often see
the subgroups as clusters of people who are physically closer to, orienting towards, or touching
each other. Sometimes you’ll see people positioned between clusters, as if they belong to and
provide a link between those subgroups.

Loners: People who feel less attached to the group, or have been overlooked, ignored, or
ostracized by the group members, tend to stand off to side, lean out, or look away from the
group.

Position in the group: The position people assume within the group shot might reveal something
about their psychological status in the group. More dominant or influential people tend to stand
in front, in the center, or above others; more submissive or less influential people stand behind,
below, or off to the sides. Standing above the group might also indicate protectiveness, as if the
person is watching over others. Notice also if people arebeing crowded out of the shot, or are
trying to squeeze their way in. What might that say about their role in the group?

Group shape: The shape created by the group might reveal its psychological characteristics.
Curves are relaxed. Straight lines and distinct rows suggest formality. Circles, as in a group hug,
indicate unity. Triangular formations feel secure and grounded. Think of the classic “stable”
family shot in which two parents are sitting below a child positioned between them. The parents
provide the visual and psychological foundation of the family unit.

Body contact: The way people look when they physically connect to teach other speaks volumes
about their relationship. Hugs might look tentative with lots of space between rather tense
bodies, or they might look as if the people are emotionally melded into one. Notice if the various
elements of body language are consistent with each other when people connect physically. Are
the arms, legs, hands, torso, and face all conveying the same emotion, or are they each saying
something different? Is someone looking away when they are kissing? Is one arm hugging tightly
while the other hangs limply at the side?

Position in a Room

If you’re shooting an event, consider the possibility that where people sit in the room reveals
something interesting about their personalities. Teachers and public speakers often notice this.
People who sit up front want to be close to the action or to the person in charge of the action.
They don’t mind that others behind them might be looking at them. People who sit in the back
might be the slackers who want to doze, the observers who like to get the big picture of what’s
happening in the room, the suspicious types who protect their backs, or the people who want to
avoid attention or attract it by being the rebellious heckler in the back of the room. Those who sit
by the windows might be the daydreamers who like gazing into the wide open space outside,
while those who sit by the door anticipate a quick exit. The shy people might sit somewhere in
the middle of the group, hoping to blend in inconspicuously.



The Cover-up and Inversion Methods

Here are two simple strategies for deciphering body language in a photograph, including both
the psychological meanings conveyed by the body language as well as the role it plays in
composition. First, use your hand or a piece of paper to cover up some parts of the body while
focusing on others. Cover the head to see more clearly how the body appears. Cover the body to
focus on the facial expression. Cover the left side of the body, then the right... the top, then the
bottom. Hide one person to focus on the other, or one part of the person to see how the other
parts relate to the body language of the companion. Playing with these variations will help you
concentrate your attention on specific areas of body language while also realizing how those
parts relate to the whole.

Also try examing the image upside down. That unusual perspective can help you notice aspects of
body language that might have eluded you in the upright position. You might also try covering
different parts of the image as described above while you look at the image upside down.

And What About You, the Photographer?

The missing ingredient in this discussion so far is you, the photographer. What about the
subjects’ body language in relation to you and the viewers who experience the image through
your eyes? The subject’s body language might target us with strong emotion, invite us into the
image, push us away, or seem oblivious to our presence even when it appears highly intimate,
which places us into a voyeuristic position. If the subject is looking into the camera, the body
language might seem as if it's expressing a thought or feeling about you. Subtle posturing also
indicates a connection to the photographer, like the body, hands, fingers, or feet pointed towards
the camera.

Even if subjects aren't looking into the lens, we sometimes sense their self-consciousness about
being photographed. The body often appears tense. They pretend to look at something, but their
eyes and face tell us that they are not actually seeing. In a very subtle way, their body language is
not convincingly directed towards whatever it is they are supposed to be doing in the photo,
because their attention is really on the camera.

Consider also your own body language during the shoot. Portrait photographers often discuss
how interacting with subjects influences their poses. If body language has a subtle, unconscious
effect on people, then why not use it effectively? For example, to help a subject relax, avoid your
own anxious body language and assume a calm, receptive posture. Psychotherapists have
discovered that if you mimic or reflect back someone’s body language, even in a subtle manner,
that person will feel understood, which would certainly encourage a subject to allow a revealing
portrait. Experimenting with body language possibilities in a playful way with your subjects
might help everyone relax as well as open doors to interesting poses. Tyra Banks tells her models
to push a posture or facial expression to its extreme limits, then pull it back. If possible, why not
model that for the model? Activating body language activates emotions, and that’s what a good
photo is all about

 

Now let's take these ideas and apply them in some examples of photoanalysis....

 



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
BODY SHAPESEspecially when arms and legs are in full view, notice the shapes created by the person's body. How do the lines of the arms, legs, torso, and head interact with each other? For this subject, those lines curve inward towards a fetal position,a movement emphasized by the curls of her hair. Surrounded by the cushions of the couch, she has retreated to a womb-like comfort and security. Her feet provide an important clue about her repose. After a long hike on a dirt path throughthe woods, she has curled up for a nap.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
WHERE DO THE EYES GO?The eyes reveal the subject's attention and mood. Notice where they are looking, and how? How do the eyes and their line of sight relate to other parts of the person's body? Here the subject is looking out the window in a reflective mood. Her head, her "thinking" fingers, and her upright knee form a triangular composition that keeps the viewers eyes moving through the scene. Along that path, one notices the bracelet, which might provide a clue to the subject's personality and lifestyle, and perhaps also to the thoughts on her mind.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE STREAM OF BODY LANGUAGEIf you sit back to watch a person while they are interacting with someone else, you'll see an endless stream of constantly changing body language. You can take one photo after another, each time getting slightly different results. In the infinite variety of combinations of body posture, facial expression, and eye movement, each photo will tell a slightly different story about the mood and state of mind of the subject.



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE FULL BODY LANGUAGE STORYThe more of the subject we see in a photo -  arms, legs, torso, the eyes, and clothing - the more information is conveyed about the subject's state of mind and personality. The way you take as well as edit the photo will also influence the impact of this full body language story. In this photo, a low camera angle along with vignetting in post-processing creates a "settling down" introspective feeling, which reinforces the closed-in body language of the subject.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
INTIMACYIntimacy between people is expressed through body language by a merging of their "personal spaces." Parts of the people's bodies will touch, overlap, and intertwine. Eye contact will lock into each other. Their facial expressions will be relaxed and open. In this photo the tight square crop, along with a circular composition, reinforces the feeling of closeness and being "turned into" each other.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
DYAD BODY LANGUAGEThe "dyad" consists of two people. Even in this smallest possible group, the interaction of body language of the subjects can become amazingly complex. Now there is not just one body shape, but two interacting with each other, which includes the variouslines created by four arms, four legs, two sets of eyes, two heads, two sets of facial expressions, and body position. 
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johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE ENERGY OF BODY LANGUAGEGiven the complexities that emerge in the body language of a dyad shot, the possibilities for generating sensations of movement are endless. In this photo, the various diagonal lines and triangular shapes created by the arms and heads of these cousins, along with their facial expressions, reveals the energetic, playful enthusiasm of their time together.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE COMPLEX BODY LANGUAGE IN GROUPSWhen we start taking photos of three or more people, we move into the wonderfully complex and subtle world of group body language. For photos like this one, ask yourself these kinds of questions:- Who is making physical contact with whom?- What are subgroups or clusters of people?- Where are the different subjects looking?- How do their facial expressions compare?- What shape does the group pose form?- What positions do subjects take relative    to each other and the group as a whole?- What are the people doing with their hands?Your answers to these questions will tell you about the individual personalities of the subjects, the nature of their relationship to each other and the group, and the "personality" of the group as a whole.



Geometric and Organic Patterns

I’d like to suggest that all patterns in a photograph fall into two basic categories: geometric and
organic. Some people say that abstract patterns are a third type, but I think they’re just a
variation of geometric and organic shapes.

Geometric Patterns: Ordered, precise, logical

Geometric patterns show us straight lines, circles, triangles, rectangles, and polygons, as well as
variations and combinations of these shapes – such as squares, ellipses, cubes, cylinders, and
pyramids. Geometric patterns tend to be symmetrical. 

To understand the psychological effect of these patterns, think back to geometry class during
your school years. You learned the precise mathematical principles embedded in these shapes.
There was no room for equivocation. Geometry is all about rules. Geometric patterns therefore
conjure up ideas about orderliness, formality, certainty, strictness, efficiency, predictability,
precision, and, thanks to Plato’s concept of Ideal Forms, the striving for perfection. People who
embrace rationality, logic, and organization often feel drawn to such patterns.



We find geometric patterns in human-made
things: buildings, tools, machines. They
conjure up ideas about construction,
civilization, and accomplishment. Because
geometric patterns often involve repetition -
as in the windows of a skyscraper and the
wheels of parked cars – we feel linearity,
movement, and a sense of direction. When
the progression of shapes is even and
unchanging, it might seem relentless,
overwhelming, or boring. Unexpected breaks
in the repetition add rhythmic interest. In
some photos geometric patterns are clearly
the components of some human-created
object or environment – a bridge, shelves
holding bottles, a circuit board. In other cases
the image goes completely abstract, as in
extreme close-ups where all we see are
geometric shapes without the identifiable
context of the whole object or environment.

To emphasize the strict geometry of these
patterns, shoot straight on, at right angles to
the surface, which often results in a flat image
that accurately renders the symmetry of
circles, rectangles, and triangles. If you shoot
down along the surface, you’ll create a
sensation of depth, with geometric patterns
changing in shape as they recede into the distance, as if they might be growing, shrinking, or, in
the case of shallow depth of field, slowly fading away and losing their precise form. As in all types
of photography, black-and-white and monochrome images in general tend to highlight shapes.

Organic Patterns: Flowing, free-form, peaceful

Organic patterns are harder to describe. Think about the shapes you see in nature (which is why
they’re also called “natural” patterns): leaves, flowers, rocks, the patterns of waves in the ocean,
the contours of landscapes, mountains, and shores. With a few important exceptions - like the
circular shape of the sun setting behind clouds - you won’t see any pure geometric forms. Some
people even say that nature hates straight lines. Instead, the patterns in nature are irregular,
uneven, asymmetrical, flowing, unpredictable, gentle, free-form, soft. They are mysteriously
“curvilinear” forms, which similar to geometric patterns, go abstract when you shoot them very
close up or very far away. Resisting the unconscious urge to inject geometry, artists have a hard
time recreating organic patterns that truly look like they came from nature. 

Why we humans enjoy visiting oceans, forests, and mountains reveals the psychological impact
of these organic patterns: we feel peaceful, calm, connected, and comforted in the presence of the
graceful flow around us. We sense Beauty. So too when viewing photographs of nature, which no
doubt is the reason why nature photography is so popular. 



Modern mathematics attempts to define the patterns of nature in terms of fractals, which are the
curious shapes that repeat themselves when viewed from a distance and when we zoom in on
them for infinitely closer and closer views. The ancient Greeks described the Golden Ratio (also
known as the Golden Section and Golden Mean), which continues to fascinate mathematicians as
an elegant concept that seems to explain such naturally spiraling shapes as a nautilus shell.
Ancient Chinese philosophy talks about “Li” – the mysterious irregular patterns that we sense in
flowing water, colorful autumn leaves, and the petals of a flower, but that we cannot exactly
describe. These Eastern and Western explanations point to some underlying, hidden principle or
force that organizes the illusive structure of the universe. Indeed, it feels mysterious, infinite,
and mystical. This is the psychological power of organic patterns in photography.

Mixing Geometric and Organic Patterns

Any photograph that includes natural and human-made things will entail a mix of geometric and
organic patterns. We might not necessarily notice that combination because we live in a world
filled with natural and human-made stuff. Any random photo simply captures what we’re used
to seeing every day. If you want to emphasize the juxtaposition of geometric and organic patterns
in a shot, you can do one of several things. Look for compositions in which a relatively small
organically shaped object appears within a larger geometric context, in which a relatively small
geometrically shaped object appears within a larger organic context, and in which the shapes of
geometric and organic objects balance each other without the distraction of too many other
objects. 



Mixing these two types of patterns suggests some kind interaction or comparison between
human and organic forces. Depending on the composition and processing of the image, they
might compete, fight, overwhelm, cooperate, mimic, tease, balance, or dance with each other. As
such, your photo can be a commentary on the relationship of people to nature. 

Geometric and organic patterns can blend into each other. Human-made things eventually
decay, resulting in their geometric patterns slowly returning to organic patterns. Perhaps that’s
one reason why some photographers love old, abandoned places and things: the natural world is
reclaiming the human-made world. A photograph also intrinsically requires the shaping of
purely organic patterns by bounding them in the standard rectangular or square frame. In fact,
when shooting organic patterns, the photographer, consciously or unconsciously, might be using
the frame along with the composition to infuse geometric ideas into the image. How much
should we shape organic patterns using geometric thinking? Of course, that’s a question
answered by personal taste as well as the intention of the photo. When trying to manipulate
nature’s designs using human-created designs, we might also keep this classic Zen story in
mind:

A priest was in charge of the garden within a famous Zen temple. He had been given the job
because he loved the flowers, shrubs, and trees. Next to the temple there was another, smaller
temple where there lived a very old Zen master. One day, when the priest was expecting some
special guests, he took extra care in tending to the garden. He pulled the weeds, trimmed the
shrubs, combed the moss, and spent a long time meticulously raking up and carefully
arranging all the dry autumn leaves. As he worked, the old master watched him with interest
from across the wall that separated the temples.

When he had finished, the priest stood back to admire his work. "Isn't it beautiful," he called
out to the old master. "Yes," replied the old man, "but there is something missing. Help me over
this wall and I'll put it right for you." 

After hesitating, the priest went to the old fellow, lifted him over, and set him down. Slowly, the
master walked to the tree near the center of the garden, grabbed it by the trunk, and shook it
vigorously. Leaves showered down all over the garden. "There," said the old man, "you can put
me back now."
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Symbolism: What Does It Mean? 

Not all images are necessarily symbolic. We can appreciate them as beautiful without any
particular interpretation offered or required. Nevertheless, symbolism certainly makes them
interesting, especially to us humans who love to find meaning in things.

A symbol points to something else

Simply defined, a symbol is something that represents, stands for, or points to something else.
We are familiar with the idea of dreams containing symbols. We are familiar with the idea of
"interpreting" dreams. Actually, dreams are a type of image. Any image may be symbolic and is
open to interpretation. We might even think of some images as dreams.

We deliberately create symbols as part of our graphic language, such as a cross, a heart, or an
arrow. Other symbols we borrow from the things we find in the natural world.



Symbols we all understand

Some symbols are universal. Many people from various cultures across history would find similar
meanings in a particular image. Water suggests birth, purification, and rejuvenation. The house
represents the self. A circle indicates unity and eternity. Carl Jung, the famous psychological
theorist, called these images "archetypes." They represent universal patterns of human thought
that reside in our collective unconscious.

Instinctively, we react to these images, even though we may not always be conscious of that
reaction or the underlying meaning. Some of these symbols date back to pagan beliefs about
nature. Others may have evolved from the most basic elements of human psychology, culture,
and spirituality.

When you incorporate some of these basic symbols into your photography, there's a good chance
that many people will respond to that universal meaning. Intuitively, they'll be able to relate to
that image and each other's reaction to it. Happy people splashing in water are being
replenished. An untended, dilapidated house suggests a person in a state of decay. People in a
tight circle are strongly united.

In the photo below there is the ocean, its waves, and the dark silhouette of a mother and child
looking out over the waters. The photo itself is black-and-white. What might all those things
mean, separately but also together?

 



Cultural and personal symbolism

Interpretations of symbols also can be unique. People from different cultures and backgrounds
may find different meanings. For example, colors, which can be highly symbolic, vary in meaning
from one culture to another. In one culture black may be the color associated with death; in
another, it may be white. People also can have their own highly personal symbols based on their
unique personality and history. If you saw a baby bird die next to a rose bush, you might
associate roses with death.

That's how symbols work - by that very basic type of thought process known as "association." We
associate this with that. This reminds me of that. The lines of association generated by a symbol
may radiate in many directions.

One way to discover the possible meanings of a symbol is to free associate. When you see a
particular element of an image, what does it remind you of? What different things do you
associate with it? There may be many possibilities, some of them leading to more interesting
memories, ideas, and feelings than others.

 

When symbols gather together

Things get a lot more complex, and a lot more interesting, when an image contains a variety of
possible symbols. Then you have symbols interacting with symbols, meanings interacting with
meanings. And it's not just the elements of the image interacting with each other, but also the
tones, colors, and composition that add to the symbolism and meaning.

How does it all fit together? Again, there may be a whole variety of ways to answer that
question, and they will vary from person to person. That's why we're fascinated with great works
of art. They are replete with all sorts of meanings. Well, the image above isn't a great work of art,
but let's use it to keep things simple. What are the different things it could symbolize? There's
no right or wrong answer. Play with the possibilities. Free association as a way to unravel the
possible meanings of a symbol works best that way - when we use it to play with an image.
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Dyad
Photos

(Two-Shots)

Originating in the world of film, the term “two-shot” refers to a shot of two people. Directors use
it to portray something about their relationship – how they think, feel, and interact with each
other at that particular moment in time.

Here in Photographic Psychology we might also refer to it as a “dyad shot.” As the smallest
possible size for a group of people, the dyad can be the most intimate, emotional, and powerful
of all groups. Think about husband and wife, parent and child, siblings, best friends, and lovers.
For this reason, the dyad shot plays a very special role in both film and photography.

I would include as a dyad shot any photo that depicts two people, regardless of their distance
from each other and the camera angle. That definition might differ from the traditional
filmmaker’s definition of a two-shot, which is usually a close-up depiction of the people. I’ll
discuss some other variations on the two-shot later in this article. 

If they are next to each other, there must be a relationship

According to the Gestalt Psychology principle of “proximity,” we assume two things next to each
other must somehow be related simply because they appear together. For this reason, any shot of
any two people – including strangers walking past each other on the street - makes us imagine
some kind of connection between them, even if our rational mind tells us otherwise. The
question then becomes, “What exactly is this photo saying about the relationship between these
two people?” In some respects the photo might accurately capture the reality of their interaction.
In other cases it might create an impression of their relationship. In many cases, it’s both.



Take a look at the black-and-white photo of
the two women on a city street. Most likely
they do not know each other. However,
because they are in proximity and their
paths will cross, our mind might search for
the ways in which they are connected, as in
their gender, mobility, urban lifestyle, and
symbolically in how they might represent
each other in different developmental
stages of life.

Cues about their relationship

In the article about Interpreting People
Pics, I discuss a variety of factors that
influence our perception of people in
photographs:

- their apparent culture and customs
- the period in history of the photo
- the environment and its objects 
- a posed or spontaneous photo
- the dress, body language, facial expressions, and activity of the subjects

All of these factors also apply to two-shots. However, here in this article I’d like to focus on some
aspects of composition that determine what the image tells us about the dyad.

Who is the center of attention?

Some dyad shots draw our attention more strongly to one of the two people. As a result of
dominating the scene in a strictly visual sense, that subject also tends to have more
psychological impact on the viewer and in the perceived relationship with the other person in the
shot. Our eyes will go first, and more often return to, the subject who possesses one or more of
the following characteristics:

- in better focus
- in motion
- more colorful
- facing the camera
- physically higher in the scene
- lit better or more dramatically
- closer to the camera (and therefore bigger in size) 
- occupying an unusual position in the scene (e.g., near the edges)
- very different in size relative to the other person and the environment
- showing greater or more unusual emotion, facial expression, and body language



Consider the photo of the two women
talking, with one of them having her back
to us. Apply these characteristics to the
shot. Who commands the scene? When
subjects possesses many of the above
qualities, they will dominate the photo
both visually and psychologically.

Foreground and background

When one subject is substantially closer
to the camera than the other in a two-
shot, we introduce the dynamics of a
figure/ground relationship. Our eye will
most likely go first to the subject in the
foreground. Borrowing a term from
theater, that subject is “upstaging” the
other person. He or she might seem
physically and psychologically closer to
us, the viewers, and perhaps more
dominant and influential in the
relationship. Because that subject is near
us, we are likely to take that person’s point of view. In the street photo of the two women whose
paths will cross, we’re more likely to focus on the younger one in the foreground.

However, if the variables described above lean in favor of the background subject – for example,
that person is more in focus, better lit, and facing the camera, as in the black and white photo of
the standing woman and seated man – a tension between foreground and background emerges.
Our attention shifts more, back and forth, between the two, which intensifies the psychological
energy of their relationship and the perceived interaction between them. 

The "over the shoulder" shot

Another variation of this foreground/background scenario is what filmmakers call the “over the
shoulder shot.” The photo of the two women talking is a classic example. Although more
common in film and video, such shots do occur in event and street photography. As illustrated in
the photo of two women talking, the subject in the foreground is closer to the camera, but she
has her back to us. From our standpoint, we are literally looking over her shoulder towards the
other woman in the background. Due to our visual closeness to the foreground person, we tend
to identify with her as a psychological recipient of the facial expression and body language of the
woman in the background, whom we can clearly see. Because we can’t see the face of the
foreground person in this kind of two-shot, we have limited cues as to her emotional response to
the other subject, which means we are more likely to project our own reactions into her. That’s
why filmmakers consider the over-the-shoulder shot to be a subjective camera angle: it
encourages us to take the perspective of the person in the foreground.



Their relative position in the frame

Is one person higher or lower than the other in the shot? We associate all sorts of psychological
characteristics to the person in a higher spatial position: powerful, dominant, influential,
elevated in status, rising upward, surviving. So too we project all sorts of qualities into someone
in a lower position: weak, inferior, vulnerable, injured, falling, submissive. In the black and
white shot of the man and woman, consider how his seated position and her standing (but
leaning) one affect the psychological aspects of their encounter.

Where are the people relative to each other and the borders of the image? Any subject near the
frame will seem to be either entering or leaving the scene, while anyone near the middle will
appear centered and rooted in this environment. Given that one person might be coming into or
exiting the occupied space of the other person, or that they both might be entering, leaving, or
staying in that shared space, what might this say about their relationship? In the street photo of
the two women whose paths will cross, the young woman has entered the frame from the left and
will soon bike out the right side, while the older women has and will continue walking towards
us. Does that affect your interpretation of their relationship to each other?

Where are we, the viewers of the photo, relative to the subjects in it? Are we above, below, near,
or far from one of them or both of them, and how does this affect our perception of them? For
example, if they are both close to us, then we might feel we are participating in their encounter,
or perhaps intruding on it. If we are above or far away from the dyad, we might feel like a
distant, objective observer. Look at the aerial photo of the man and woman talking in a parking
lot. How does your position far above shape your reaction to them?



Space around and between

The space between and around the
subjects, or a lack thereof, can have
a dramatic effect on how we perceive
their relationship. Think of the
distance between subjects as
analogous to emotional distance.
Psychologists talk about “personal
space” as the imaginary zone of
intimacy around your body, a zone
that only people close to you can
enter without your feeling
uncomfortable or intruded upon.
That feeling of closeness or
encroachment will be activated in a
photo where the two people are
immersed into each other’s personal
spaces, especially if it’s a tight shot.
When they are close to each other,
surrounded by lots of space, they
might seem isolated together in their
own separate world, as in the aerial
view of the couple in the parking lot.
The emotional distance between
them seems to shrink by comparison
to all the space around them.

The further away the subjects are, the more emotionally detached or pushed apart they might
seem, especially if there are no visual or psychological connections between them. If the size of
subjects is small relative to the entire image, with lots of space between and around them, they
might both appear to be floating separately in their own private worlds, in which case they
paradoxically have something in common.

Rather than being “nothing,” negative space might actually appear to be a force acting upon the
dyad. When there is lots of space between them, it pushes them away from each other. When
there is lots of space around them, or on the side, top, or bottom of them, it pushes them
together or towards the edge of the frame.

Compare the black and white photo of the man and woman to the color shot of the two women
talking. Notice the difference in the space between them. Does that affect how you perceive their
relationships?

Color and tones shape the relationship

Of course colors and tones will have a dramatic effect on how we perceive a two-shot. Generally
speaking, colors = emotions. The more there are and the brighter they are, the more
supercharged with feelings the dyad will seem.



 

Because we attach meanings to colors –
like blue suggesting sadness or coolness,
and red anger or passion – introducing
them into the image adds an emotional
flavor to how the subjects are interacting
with each other. Black-and-white
treatments might lead us into a rational,
matter-of-fact, seriousness, subdued, or
somber interpretation of the dyad.

A high contrast in tones adds power and
edginess to the dyad. Subdued colors and
tones introduce more gentle and nuanced
feelings. While high key photos suggest
lighter and uplifting moods, low keys
evoke more somber and serious ones.

Again compare the black and white photo
of the man and woman to the color shot of
the two women talking. Does color and the
lack thereof make a difference in how we
perceive their relationships? Now examine
the street shot of the woman in a red
dress. Does the selective color affect your
interpretation of her relationship to the
man accompanying her? 

Psychological lines and the presence of others

Psychological lines aren’t visible lines in a photo, but rather paths created by elements like body
language and line of sight. Our mind reacts to these elements by creating a sense of direction or
movement. If the subjects are gesturing with their body or looking at something, those
psychological paths add obvious or subtle qualities to our perception of the relationship.

Because eyes are so powerful in human interactions, pay particular attention to where the
subjects are looking. Are they gazing at each other? How and at what part of the body? Are they
both looking at something else? Is one subject looking at the other who is looking at something
else? If so, what is that person looking at? All of these different variations of psychological lines
could reveal something interesting about them.

If one or both of the subjects seem focused on something outside the frame of the photo, what
might it be? Could it be another person? If so, the mysterious presence of that invisible third
subject might change our perception of the dyad.

Consider the photo of the woman in the red dress. Where are she and her companion looking?
Does that say anything about them indivivdually and their relatioinship? Look also at the b/w
shot of the man and woman. He’s looking at her, but she’s looking at someone or something
outside the frame. Might that be significant?



We humans love to anthropomorphize, so
any animal or object, inside or outside the
frame, could acquire it’s own personality
and presence in the dyad, especially when
some kind of psychological line points to it,
as in something the subjects are holding or
looking at. In the aerial view of the man and
woman talking in a parking lot, the van and
the handicap figure might become a third
party in this relationship. Statues and
portraits of people easily become part of a
dyad photo. The photo of the women in a
green dress clearly illustrates this fact.

People, animals, or objects in the distant
background of a dyad shot might acquire
significant presence, but only if some
element of the composition draws attention
to them, as in strong leading or
psychological lines. Sometimes there might
be lots of people or parts of people in a dyad
shot, yet it remains a dyad shot and not a
group shot because all of the other people
mostly serve as context or background. In
the street shot of the two women whose
paths will cross, the rather indiscriminant
people in the background don’t seem to
affect the connection between them. Or,
imagine a two-shot of a kissing couple sitting in a crowded grandstand. The arms, legs, heads,
and torsos of the people around them probably won’t change our impression of their romance,
other than the fact that they are willing to embrace in public.

We could argue that a dyad shot is never really a true dyad because a third person implicitly or
explicitly is always present – namely, you, the viewer of the photo. If neither of the subjects is
looking into the camera, then your presence might seem unknown to them. Your being distant
and detached might make their connection seem stronger, as in the aerial photo of the man and
woman talking in a parking lot. When one of the subjects is looking at you, that person might be
revealing a stronger psychological connection to you than to the other subject in the shot. When
both subjects are looking at you, you have reached an even fuller participation in the photo and
in their relationship. If the woman in the green dress was looking into the camera rather than at
the statue, consider how dramatically that would change the photo. Would it even be a dyad shot
any more?

Two’s company, three’s a crowd, the adage tells us. If that’s the case, then any ambiguity about
the presence of a third person in a two-shot might automatically default to the idea that the
photo is just about the dyad. After all, we humans do love our dyads. On the other hand, lots of
emotionally powerful things happen in the socially dynamic group of three, with Freud’s Oedipal
Drama being one example. No doubt our minds will search out these triadic themes in a dyad
photo that pulls for one, even just a little.



When dyads get complex

When we look at a two-shot, we might first consider the basic nature of the relationship by
classifying it according to our familiar social categories. Are these people friends, family, peers,
lovers, strangers? What about the photo tells you that? From there, we explore the more subtle,
complex, and possibly incongruous aspects of how they might think and feel about each other.
Closeness, distance, tension, conflict, attachment, rebellion, possessiveness, indifference, anger,
love, jealously, protectiveness. How many of these things do we sense in the photo? What about
the construction of it led us to these impressions?

The various elements of composition in a two-shot that I discussed in this article shot can be
aligned so that they together reinforce a specific idea or feeling about the people. The selective
coloring and centered position of the woman in the red dress is a good example. Although this
strategy will very clearly drive home a specific point, a more compelling image might mix and
match the different elements to add levels of complexity, nuance, and mystery to the
psychological quality of the relationship between the people, as in the aerial photo of the couple
in the parking lot.

Being the most potentially intimate, emotional, and powerful of all groups, a good dyad photo
can embody much of what we humans think and feel about each other, including all of the
intricacies, ambiguities, and contradictions in thought and emotion.
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Part 3: Creative Captures and Editing 

Now that we have a foundation based on the
ideas discussed in Parts 1 and 2, we can
venture deeper into the psychology of shooting
and post-processing images. This section will
explore how some of the well-known
psychological theories about artists and the
creative process apply to photographers,
including photographers who aren’t necessarily
interested in being an “artist.” How do we
realize our goals for the images we create, and
learn to enrich our appreciation of the visual
experience? Let's think about the right and
wrong way to do things, and when we shouldn't
worry about that distinction. I'll discuss
practical ideas, as well as present some creative
exercises and techniques. 

 The Decisive Moment
 Breaking rules
 The good capture
 Microexpressions
 The one that got away
 Get the shot right
 One spot shots
 Museum shoots
 Drive-by photography
 The golden (magic) hour
 Serendipity (the happy accident)
 Media transitions

 Image shaping (post-processing)
 Shooting clones
 Instant image
 Artistic voice
 Head transplants
 Categorizing images
 Reversals
 Chiaroscuro
 Surreal photography
 Image brainstorming
 Let it grow: Turning errors into seeds
 The varieties of self-portrait experiences
 To delete or not to delete 





The Decisive Moment

In 1952 Henri Cartier-Bresson, a founder of
modern photojournalism, proposed one of the
most fascinating and highly debated concepts in
the history of photography: “the decisive
moment.” This moment occurs when the visual
and psychological elements of people in a real
life scene spontaneously and briefly come
together in perfect resonance to express the
essence of that situation. Some people believe
that the unique purpose of photography, as
compared to other visual arts, is to capture this
fleeting, quintessential, and holistic instant in
the flow of life. For this reason, many
photographers often mention the decisive
moment, or similar ideas about capturing the
essence of a transitory moment, when they
describe their work.

Now that I’ve proposed this deceptively simple
definition of the DM, I’d like to explore the
concept in more depth. Although Cartier-
Bresson introduced this idea and is often viewed
as the master of the DM, other photographers
after him have expanded, revised, and
challenged his concept, resulting in considerable
complexity about what exactly the DM is. As a
scholar specializing in the psychological study of photography and images, I find all of their ideas
fascinating. Despite the fact that Cartier-Bresson’s thoughts have become the cri de corps among
many photographers, especially photojournalists, they express their ideas mostly in philosophical
and artistic terms. I see embedded in their discussions important ideas in psychology that have
not been fully explored and articulated – some of those ideas being elements of classic
psychology, while others coming from cutting-edge psychological theories.

As a reference point for my exploration of this elusive DM, I periodically will refer to quotes from
Cartier-Bresson. They are widely cited online, although I have not always been able to verify the
original source – which makes the concept even more mysterious and mythical, especially given
how hard it is to acquire Cartier-Bresson’s iconic, rare, and expensive 1952 book The Decisive
Moment. Regardless of their questionable veracity as true quotes, they all fall within the voice of
what Cartier-Bresson might have said. In this article I will also frequently refer to his famous
photograph that some have called The Puddle, which was taken in a construction area behind
the Gare St. Lazare train station in 1932 Paris. Many photographers consider it the
quintessential DM photo.



Before beginning an in depth exploration of the DM, let me first briefly summarize my
conclusions about what it entails. For those readers who want a quick thumbnail overview, I
offer this list below. You might also want to skip down to the section entitled “Skills in Capturing
the Decisive Moment.” For those readers who want to understand my reasoning behind this list,
I hope what follows in this rather lengthy article suffices…. And so, here, as I see it, are the ten
key features of the “perfect” DM photo:

1. A sophisticated composition in which the visual coalescence of the photographed
scene capitalizes on the principles of Gestalt psychology to create a “prägnanz”
atmosphere of balance, harmony, simplicity, and unity.

2. A sophisticated background to the subject that interacts both visually and
psychologically with the subject in a synergistically meaningful figure/ground
relationship.

3. The visual as well as psychological anticipation of completion and closure, which
often surfaces as a visual gap, interval, or suspension of some kind.

4. An element of ambiguity, uncertainty, and even contradiction that rouses the
viewer’s curiosity about the meaning or outcome of the scene depicted.

5. The capture of a unique, fleeting, and meaningful moment, ideally one involving
movement and action.

6. A precisely timed, unrepeatable, one-chance shot.

7. An unobtrusive, candid, photorealistic image of people in real life situations.

8. A dynamic interplay of objective fact with subjective interpretation that arouses
meaning and emotion about the human condition.

9. The overarching context of a productive photography session - or “good hour” -
that starts with tension, then culminates in a personal and artistic realization that is
the DM image.

10. The DM photo as a product of a unique set of technical, cognitive, and emotional
skills developed from extensive training and experience in photography, as well as
from a psychological knowledge of people.

Cartier-Bresson’s Viewpoint

In 1952 Cartier-Bresson published Images à la Sauvette, which roughly translates as “images on
the run” or “stolen images.” The English title of the book, The Decisive Moment, was chosen by
publisher Dick Simon of Simon and Schuster. In his preface to the book of 126 photographs from
around the world, Cartier-Bresson cites the 17th century Cardinal de Retz who said, "Il n'y a rien
dans ce monde qui n'ait un moment decisif" - "There is nothing in this world that does not have
a decisive moment.” He expands on the application of this idea to photography in these often
quoted passages. Later in this article, we’ll see embedded in these words a variety of
psychological characteristics of the decisive moment:



“I kept walking the streets, high-strung, and eager to snap scenes of convincing reality, but
mainly I wanted to capture the quintessence of the phenomenon in a single image.
Photographing, for me, is instant drawing, and the secret is to forget you are carrying a
camera. 

Manufactured or staged photography does not concern me. And if I make judgment it can only
be on a psychological or sociological level. There are those who take photographs arranged
beforehand and those who go out to discover the image and seize it. For me the camera is a
sketchbook, an instrument of intuition and spontaneity, the master of the instant which, in
visual terms, questions and decides simultaneously. In order to “give a meaning” to the world,
one has to feel oneself involved in what one frames through the viewfinder. This attitude
requires concentration, a discipline of mind, sensitivity, and a sense of geometry—it is by great
economy of means that one arrives at simplicity of expression. One must always take
photographs with the greatest respect for the subject and for oneself.

To take photographs is to hold one’s breath when all faculties converge in the face of fleeing
reality. It is at that moment that mastering an image becomes a great physical and intellectual
joy.

To take photographs means to recognize—simultaneously and within a fraction of a second—
both the fact itself and the rigorous organization of visually perceived forms that give it
meaning. It is putting one’s head, one’s eye, and one’s heart on the same axis.

As far as I am concerned, taking photographs is a means of understanding which cannot be
separated from other means of visual expression. It is a way of shouting, of freeing oneself, not
of proving or asserting one’s originality. It is a way of life.”

A person’s philosophy about anything is shaped by his or her life experiences. So in addition to
what Cartier-Bresson said about the DM, we also need to consider what he did in his life and
work. That’s what he himself implied at the end of this quote.

While we need not explore his life and work in-depth, it should be mentioned that he was
famous for his portraits of famous as well as common people, and especially for his reportage of
major changes occurring in the world, including India and Indonesia at the time of
independence, China during the revolution, the Soviet Union after Stalin’s death, the United
States during the postwar boom, and Europe as its old cultures grappled with the modern age.

He lived in a time filled with decisive moments. During World War I, when he joined the French
Army as a Corporal in the Film and Photo Unit, he was captured by the Germans and spent
almost three years in a POW camp. Twice he unsuccessfully attempted to escape, was placed in
solitary confinement as a punishment, and finally did escape on his third try. 

Now that I’ve briefly presented Cartier-Bresson’s personal and historical perspective, let’s use it
as a springboard to explore the various characteristics of the DM. Even in these brief quotes and
in the summary of his life, we see the ten important facets of the DM that we can now examine in
more depth.



1. Composition and Coalescence

Let's take a look at the idea that in the
DM all the visual elements of the photo
come together in resonance with each
other. This means that the composition
is excellent. But what is excellent
composition? As any good photographer
knows, volumes have been written about
that subject. There is no one right point
of view and there are creative exceptions
to the traditional rules. 

In the case of the DM, that excellent
composition is captured quickly, in the
moment, often literally or figuratively
“on the run,” as Cartier-Bresson
suggested. Balance, harmony, unity, the
use of the rule of thirds and the golden
ratio, or any other important feature of
good composition are recognized and
captured by the photographer on the
spot. The ability to spontaneously
execute that perfectly composed DM shot only comes with good training, lots of experience, and
intuition. It becomes second nature. As Cartier-Bresson said, “In photography, visual
organization can stem only from a developed instinct.”

In the quote from Cartier-Bresson, he refers to the “rigorous organization of visually perceived
forms” and “a sense of geometry” that enhances the quality of the DM photo. He stated, “We
often hear of camera angles? (that is, those made by a guy who throws himself flat on his
stomach to obtain a certain effect or style), but the only legitimate angles that exist are those of
the geometry of the composition.”

Here his ideas lend themselves readily to an analysis from the perspective of Gestalt Psychology,
one of the earliest theories of perception. This theory introduced the concept of prägnanz, which
states that we organize experience according to several basic perceptual laws for the purpose of
creating balance, simplicity, unity, or what Cartier-Bresson called “geometry.” When
photographers talk about composition, they often refer to these laws of visual coalescence.

For example, our mind tends to group together visual elements that are in proximity to each
other and/or possess similarity. In Cartier-Bresson’s The Puddle, the vertical lines of the fence,
ladder, and poles on the top of the building, along with their perpendicular horizontal lines,
create an impression of cohesiveness at the center of the photo – as do the interaction of the
circular shapes provided by the metal pieces in the puddle, the ripples of the water, the pile of
stones, and the wheel of the cart.

According to the law of common fate, elements with the same directional moment tend to be
perceived as a unit, as in the marching vertical lines of the fence, the pointing of the ladder in the
puddle, the lean of the spectator in the background, the circular metal that opens towards the
right, and, of course, the leaping subject.



That organization is reinforced by the law of continuity stating that evenly spaced visual
elements are grouped together, sometimes to create the sensation of a moving direction, as in
the rails of the fence and the rungs of the ladder. So too the subtle symmetry within The Puddle
reinforces the sense of order and balance: open space at the top and bottom of the image;
circular shapes above and below the midline; the lines of the fence appearing horizontally on
both the left and right side of the photo, as well as vertically above the puddle and below within
the reflection in the water. 

2. Figure/Ground Relationships and the Gestalt Field

Although these perceptual laws create the impression of balance and unity that feels satisfying to
the human mind seeking completeness, the results might lead to an image that is too
predictable, static, and perhaps even downright boring.

Here other more sophisticated principles of Gestalt Psychology come to the rescue of artistic
photography. For example, interesting figure/ground relationships create an interactive
perceptual duality where the primary subject of the image (the figure) synergistically interacts
and alternates in subtle visual ways with the background (the ground).

In The Puddle the leaping man is an intriguing subject, even though and perhaps because he is
darkly silhouetted. However, the many subtle details of the background encourage viewers to
shift their attention back and forth between the man and his surroundings, looking for
meaningful connections between figure and ground – connections that are encouraged by the
Gestalt laws discussed previously.

In the most fascinating DM shots - as with The Puddle - there is an ongoing reversal of figure
and ground in which the subject, for a period of time, becomes the focus of attention, while at
another point in the time the background becomes the focus, hence becoming the figure. The
fact that the puddle jumping man is darkly silhouetted makes him a perfect candidate to
temporarily recede into ground as his surroundings become the figure.

In photography contests and online groups devoted to DM images, the authorities running the
show sometimes dictate specific rules about the background that adhere to these ideas about
figure/ground relationships. The background should contribute to the overall composition. It
should be in focus, or, if not, at least clear enough to offer recognizable forms that contribute to
the composition and meaning. Photos taken with a shallow depth of field to emphasize a central
subject against an indistinct background might be good portraits, but they aren’t DM shots.
However, one could argue that the ambiguous shapes, colors, and textures of an indistinct
background might indeed activate interesting figure/ground interactions.

The principles I’ve discussed so far about the Gestalt Laws converge on its primary premise that
the whole is greater than, or at least different than, the sum of its parts. Any part of a whole
scene is perceived by the mind according to its relationship to other parts of the scene and to the
overall Gestalt context of the entire scene. These laws of perception operate automatically for
anyone looking at anything, but the mind of experienced photographers who capture the DM
possess the ability to subconsciously notice a variety of Gestalt phenomenon emerging and
interacting with each other for a brief moment of perfect resonance. Those photographers have
developed an acute sensitivity to the Gestalt field in which they are working.



3. Closure, The Gap, Anticipation

In Gestalt Psychology, the principle of closure leads us into yet another fascinating dimension of
the DM. This principle states that the mind seeks completion of a visual figure and will
anticipate that completion even when it doesn’t exist. For example, in a photo of a bicycle wheel
in which part of the wheel lies outside the frame, or part of the wheel is hidden behind a bush,
the mind will ignore the gap and perceive the wheel as an intact circular object. The law of
closure is yet another example of how the mind expects integration, unity, and wholeness.

Some say that the DM shot is when the photographer captures the precise climactic moment of
completion, when the mind feels satisfied. I think the more interesting idea is that the DM photo
captures the “almost complete” visual scene, or the moment right before the impression of
completion. For example, wedding photographers often claim that the best shot is the second
before the couple kisses, when their lips are just an inch apart, rather than when their lips have
met. In the case of The Puddle, it’s the fact that the jumper’s foot seems like it’s just about to
splash into the water that makes the image a DM photo.

In these cases a visual gap or interval appears – one that implies action, process, and direction
rather than finality. We might call it a special type of negative space, which always plays an
important figure/ground role in good visual and musical composition. It’s the empty space
between the couple’s lips, between the jumper’s foot and it’s landing, and between the finger of
God and Man in Michelangelo's painting of The Creation. That gap generates a tantalizing
feeling of anticipation – and perhaps even frustration, as in the myth of Tantalus. Something
important might or is just about to happen. The “almost completed” action draws the viewer into
an image more powerfully than a finalized deed. The DM photo invites the viewer into the
image, tempting the expectation of a Gestalt finale. The almost completed circular formations of
the debris in The Puddle reinforce the idea of an approaching fulfillment.

In another famous DM photo, Cartier-Bresson captured, from a high camera angle, a speeding
bicyclist on the street right at the brief moment he appears in the space between two stairways.
For sure, it was precise timing on Cartier-Bresson’s part, although the picture doesn’t necessarily
create an anticipation of an impending completion. Instead, the need for closure, as evident also
in the puddle jump, takes the form of our having difficulty leaving that event suspended in
space. The biker is captured in a hovering moment - and we cannot leave him there.



4. Ambiguity and Curiosity

To explore in more depth this idea that the DM photo leaves an event suspended in time and
space, let’s examine this photo of a couple on a city street corner.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Some might say that this photo isn’t truly a DM shot because they are already kissing. The action
has been completed: there is no anticipation. However, the kiss is just one component of body
language. What is the rest of the man’s body saying? Why isn't he hugging his girlfriend with
both arms, as she’s hugging him. He's holding an object in the hanging arm, but we can’t make
out clearly what it is. Is there something about that object that makes him reluctant to put his
arm around her with it in his hand? While there is no gap between his arm and the woman’s
body in the traditional sense, the fact that it’s suspended, that he isn’t using it to fully embrace
her, rouses our curiosity, especially since the woman is fully connected, which includes the tiny
gap between her heels and the pavement as she tippy-toes up to kiss him – a gap created by her
motivated effort that makes his hanging arm even more curious. Will he raise it to complete the
embrace, or not? Will he give her what’s in his hand or take it with him?

The curves of the composition, the caution/slippery sign on the walkway, the multiple traffic
signals and signs ("no stopping any time," "right lane must turn right"), all reinforce the
uncertainty or "this way or that way" theme. This scene has not yet completed itself. The full
meaning is not yet clear. As Cartier-Bresson said, “it questions and decides simultaneously.” If
there is anticipation in a DM shot, it involves an "almost" closure shot - in some cases, a kind of
closure that is not entirely clear or certain. It's up to the viewer to anticipate and even decide
what that closure entails, or even if there is any closure. We are invited to complete the action. It
can be whatever we want it to be.

Ambiguity, uncertainty, and even contradiction in a photo might qualify as elements of a DM
photo in the sense that our curiosity is stimulated about how or if completion is about to occur.
Rather than simply the anticipation of knowing that something in particular is surely going to
happen, the DM shot might also involve the anticipatory curiosity that “something” important is
going to happen. The DM photo generates a sense of mystery or suspense. We can’t leave the
moment dangling in space. In the case of The Puddle, will the jumper splash into the water, or
might he somehow clear it? If he doesn’t succeed in his efforts to stay dry, how deep is the
puddle and how soaked will he get? 

5. Capturing the Unique Fleeting Moment

In many people’s minds, capturing a unique, fleeting moment is the essence of the DM shot. For
many photographers that means capturing people, animals, or things in motion, at a precise
point that conveys drama, excitment, or anticipation. So you're bound to see lots of people and
animals suspended in air, as in The Puddle.

Using a more sophisticated interpretation, the fleeiting moment is a brief, serendipitous
moment, a coincidence of circumstance, one that might involve very subtle movement or
impending motion. Cartier-Bresson made frequent references to this idea, as evident in the
quote at the beginning of this article when he mentions the challenge of converging one’s
faculties on “fleeing reality,” the camera being “the master of the instant,” and how
“manufactured or staged photography does not concern me.” His overall philosophy was that
“life is fluid.” In that 1952 essay about the DM, he also stated:

“Of all the means of expression, photography is the only one that fixes forever the precise and
transitory instant. We photographers deal in things that are continually vanishing, and when
they have vanished, there is no contrivance on earth that can make them come back again. We
cannot develop a print from memory..."



Later, in a 1957 interview with the Washington Post, he stated: 

"Photography is not like painting. There is a creative fraction of a second when you are taking
a picture. Your eye must see a composition or an expression that life itself offers you, and you
must know with intuition when to click the camera. That is the moment the photographer is
creative… Oop! The Moment! Once you miss it, it is gone forever."

For Cartier-Bresson, who started out as a painter, the unrivaled ability of the camera to freeze
the evanescent moment in the here and now made it the exciting medium of his time. He, as well
as other advocates of the DM concept, believed the attempt to capture such moments is the
essence of photography. It’s what makes photography unique compared to other visual arts. The
DM photo can condense and solidify even the seemingly confusing or chaotic action in a scene,
giving us time to explore the essence of that event and organize our ideas and feelings around it.

The essential elements of the DM shot are that the event is brief, unrepeatable, and its capture
leaves no doubt about the importance of that moment as the essence of the scene. The icing on
the cake is that the photographer catches that precise moment while standing in the right place,
at the right time, with the best possible camera settings, in order to create the lighting and
composition that resonates perfectly with the meaning of the scene.

We can see why Susan Sontag compared photography to hunting. The DM photographer
succeeds in tracking down and capturing a rare “animal.” One does it on the fly and in the real
world of action. It’s no wonder that photojournalists and street photographers embrace the idea
of a DM shot. Cartier-Bresson himself mentions in the preface to The Decisive Moment, “I
prowled the streets … ready to pounce, determined to ‘trap’ life.” Perhaps we should not
underestimate how Cartier-Bresson’s escape from a POW camp drove home in his mind the
value of the fortuitous moment and being furtively on the run. 

Given these ideas about capturing the fleeting moment, we might assume that many self-
proclaimed DM photographers would not consider landscape, architectural, and especially studio
work as producing DM shots. Cartier-Bresson made himself very clear about being uninterested
in “manufactured or staged photography.” He would most likely shudder at the thought of
someone attempting to create a DM after the fact via Photoshop manipulations.

There’s also the scenario of shooting a static scene, but doing so by trying to hold your body
steady in some precarious position, waiting for that exact moment when the shaking camera
offers the perfect composition through the viewfinder. Is that a DM? I suspect Cartier-Bresson
would say no.

Landscape, architectural, and even studio photographers might disagree that their work doesn’t
involve a decisive moment. When dealing with in vivo situations, precise timing in terms of such
factors as the movement of clouds, the sun, shadows, and the wind makes a big difference
between a good shot and a uniquely decisive moment one. As any landscape photographer
knows, the weather is quite unpredictable and unconcerned about your photograph.

Similarly, in studio work portrait photos can appear very posed. But a skilled photographer, who
knows how to interact with subjects and anticipate their behaviors, will catch them off-guard, at
much more natural moments when something essential about their personality is revealed.
Although the prepared backdrops for such studio shots probably won’t fulfill the DM criterion of
a true-to-life dynamic figure/ground relationship, that problem can be solved in environmental
portraits, as Cartier-Bresson often pursued.



Some people claim that Cartier-Bresson’s and his comrades’ vision of a decisive moment were
shaped by the works of classical painters who attempted to capture spontaneous gestures and
uniquely fleeting perspectives of an important scene. This might also be true for artists working
in Photoshop. Have they successfully depicted a decisive moment? Yes, some skeptics might
reply, but just don’t call it photography.

6. The One Hit Wonder

I’m not using this expression in the usual sense, as in idea that a photographer attains fame by
capturing one fantastic DM photo. It is possible that skilled or unskilled photographers might
take one great DM shot in their lifetime (probably without attaining any widespread acclaim).

Instead, I’m using this expression to refer to the idea implicit in the DM concept that the
photographer has one and only one chance at getting that DM image in any particular situation.
The amazing skill of Cartier-Bresson, some claim, is that he not only achieved such one hit
wonders, but he did it consistently using wisdom, foresight, patience, devotion, exceptional
eye/hand coordination - and without any rapid-fire camera. 

Rumor also states that he forbade anyone to crop his photos, which is yet another testament to
his skill at perfectly composed one hit wonders. We might also propose that any out-of the-
ordinary post-processing disqualifies a shot as a DM, but defining “out-of-the-ordinary” certainly
becomes a tricky issue, especially in the age of digital photography, when it’s quite easy to
remove a utility pole jutting out of a subject’s head in an otherwise excellent composition.

Some photographers dismiss the DM as an outdated idea precisely because fast burst digital
cameras in our contemporary age make it a whole lot easier to capture a DM, both in securing
the one precious instant in a particular scene, as well as in the opportunity to take lots of photos
during an entire shoot, without worrying about wasting film, while expecting that at least one
image will emerge as a DM wonder. It's interesting to note that Cartier-Bresson himself did once
compare even the cameras of his time to a machine gun. 

Rather than a precisely timed, unrepeatable, one-chance shot, the DM photo might instead
entail a process of selecting one particular image out of many – the shot that clearly stands out
as the one in which the visual and psychological elements of a scene briefly came together in
perfect resonance to express the essence of the subject matter.

The DM photo reveals itself in the collection of photos as the one that “says it all” in an exquisite,
symbolic composition – assuming one has the eye to spot it as a DM photo. 

Some contemporary photographers question just how successful Cartier-Bresson was at
consistently capturing a DM. It seems impossible, they say, that he was either so lucky or skilled
to achieve such a high hit rate. Perhaps he took many more photos than history realizes, relying
on cherry picking the best ones after the fact – not unlike what many photographers do.

This possibility seems to be confirmed by his comparing the camera to a machine gun, as well as
such (albeit ambiguous) statements as, “It’s seldom you make a great picture. You have to milk
the cow quite a lot to get plenty of milk to make a little cheese.” However, given the many superb
DM shots taken by Cartier-Bresson that have easily withstood the test of time, many
photographers can’t help but admire his artistic and technical skill.



All experienced photographers are familiar with what I’ll call the “enter the composition” shot.
You set up a perfectly composed scene through your viewfinder, with all the right camera
settings, then wait for different people to enter into it. If you take enough of them, you just might
capture a DM in which a particular person, wearing particular clothes, carrying a particular
object, or in a particular posture, resonates in a meaningful symbolic way with your composition
of the scene.

Surely we would expect Cartier-Bresson to label such photos as the “manufactured or staged”
variety - and definitely not a DM. However, he did use this strategy himself, resulting in images
that some people consider DM shots.

Disciples of the DM concept would stick to their guns on these issues. Even though Cartier-
Bresson used the “enter the composition” technique and referred to the camera as a machine
gun, these facts probably do not reflect his deepest beliefs about photography.

The disciples would say that the photographer should not use their cameras like a video camera,
shooting as much as possible in the hopes of capturing a DM somewhere in the mix. Instead,
always shoot with the mindset that you have only one chance. The first photo is the one that
counts. As Cartier-Bresson stated, “You shouldn’t overshoot. It’s like over-eating or over-
drinking.”

7. Candid Shots of People in Real Life

The traditional notion of the DM photo
implies that it is a candid shot of people in
real life situations. Certainly these are the
kinds of images that made Cartier-Bresson
the icon of street photography and
photojournalism. On the surface, this seems
like a relatively straightforward notion. Upon
closer inspection, we see that it breaks down
into four somewhat different aspects of the
DM photo:

(1) it is a picture of people

(2) the shot is candid, which means the
people are not aware of being photographed

(3) the people are in real life rather than
contrived or staged scenarios

(4) the photo itself should appear like an
unmanipulated, realistic depiction of that
real life scenario.



 

1. It is a photo of people

Cartier-Bresson emphasized the importance of capturing “the little human moments.” Interested
in both common laborers as well as the rich and famous, he searched for these little moments
that symbolized the triumphs and strifes of human existence that he witnessed in his worldwide
photojournalism of social/political change. Here hardcore DM thinkers would exclude
landscapes, architectural, still life, nature, and even animal photography. Many people consider
Cartier-Bresson’s photography at its best when he captured spontaneous, revealing aspects of
people’s body posture and facial expressions. The body does not lie. Some photographers even go
so far as to say that the decisive moment requires humans in motion, so portraits of sleeping
babies don’t qualify. But I suspect Cartier-Bresson would say that movement flows from and to
stillness, so stillness too is dynamic.

2. The photo is candid

What does it mean to say that the DM shot is candid, as many traditionalists would proclaim.
The word means authenticity and openness, without rehearsal or pretense. This definition
indicates that subjects should not be posing - and perhaps not even aware of a photo being taken,
which more likely guarantees genuineness in their behavior. The Hawthorne Effect in
psychology clearly states that people change their behavior when they know they are being
observed. Much to the dismay of many wedding photographers who claim a specialization in
capturing decisive moments, their photos might not measure up to a strict interpretation of
candidness, unless people at the wedding start to forget about the unobtrusive photographer.

Cartier-Bresson’s classic book was titled The Decisive Moment for English readers, but his
original French title - Images à la Sauvette  - is an expression that suggests images are taken on
the run, slyly, furtively, even “stolen.” Stealth and surreptitiousness seem to play a key role in
capturing the candid human moment – skills made possible by Cartier-Bresson’s use of the new
and highly portable Leica, quite unlike the traditionally cumbersome medium format cameras
(some claim he would have embraced modern digital cameras). Skills at being furtive no doubt
enabled him to escape from a German POW camp years earlier.

Even though Cartier-Bresson claimed, “one has to feel oneself involved in what one frames
through the viewfinder,” he had a reputation as a street photographer for being the unobtrusive,
unseen observer, like a fly on the wall, who did not interact with his subjects. When taking the
photo of the puddle jumper, he was peeking through a fence. He once said, “One has to tiptoe
lightly and steal up to one's quarry; you don't swish the water when you are fishing.” In a short
article about the DM attributed to Peter Marshall (www.cathedralcatholic.org), Marshall said:

“Years ago a photographer friend described to me how he had worked when she accompanied
him as a guide in Ireland; he would position her between him and a likely subject, standing
talking until his was ready to take a picture, his camera shielded by her. Rapidly the camera
would rise to his eye as he shot over her shoulder. Sometimes she was shoved abruptly and
firmly out of the way. His single-minded approach to getting his picture offended some of his
collaborators and occasionally those that he photographed - the jovial French farmer
stretching out a hand to the photographer's companion in a 1955 picture was apparently
shortly afterwards chasing him with a pitchfork!” 



Nowadays, the candid aspect of DM photography poses some significant problems. In this digital
age of photos being taken everywhere, by almost everyone, in all kinds of public and private
situations, with the option of presenting images to the world via the Internet, people have
become a bit paranoid.

If the goal of the DM shot is to capture a candid, spontaneous shot of ordinary (or famous)
people in an extraordinary moment – a moment that reveals some essential meaning about that
person or life in general – how will the subject feel about it? Surely, a model release would be
needed, or perhaps an attempt to disguise the identity of the subject, as in The Puddle. Some
photographers feel stymied by the legal issues involved in DM photography. There are a lot of
pitchforks out there. They believe such photos are unmarketable, or that the DM concept is now
outdated.

3. The people are in real life situations

Cartier-Bresson was clear about the intent of his work with such quotes as: “Photography is
nothing - it's life that interests me” … and… “The photograph itself doesn't interest me. I want
only to capture a minute part of reality.” 

This focus included not just the decisive moments of the major social and political events of his
time that he captured in his photojournalism, but also the “little human moments” in the
everyday lives of ordinary people – moments that represented the archetypal themes of human
existence. Artificially contrived photos, he believed, contradicted this truth revealed in the
spontaneous, natural acts of everyday living. “It seems dangerous to be a portrait artist who does
commissions for clients,” he stated, “because everyone wants to be flattered, so they pose in such
a way that there’s nothing left of truth.” 

Of course, Cartier-Bresson did do planned portrait work, with many of these photos nevertheless
being considered decisive moments in the sense that he succeeded in capturing his subjects
during spontaneously natural actions. He also often took these photos within the real settings in
which the subjects lived or worked, which allowed for the type of sophisticated figure/ground
composition that enhanced the meaning of the image.

Such portraits don’t necessarily entail the “on the run” or “action freezing” quality of street
photography. Cartier-Bresson might argue that the real life DM photo doesn’t possess these
characteristics. Humans aren’t constantly in motion all day long. The ever-changing flux of life
that fascinated him embodies the endless rhythm between stillness and motion. You can’t have
one without the other. Decisive moment photography manifests this reality.

Some people say that although Cartier-Bresson referred to himself as a photojournalist, he often
did not set out to record a particular historical event. Instead, he focused on scenes along the
sidelines that he found interesting.

Supposedly, his friend Robert Capa, a photojournalist in Paris in the 1930’s, advised Cartier-
Bresson to avoid being labeled as “the little surrealistic photographer” by calling himself a
photojournalist. I find this anecdote fascinating, for it suggests that the DM depiction of reality
is, on some level, surreal. It reaches beyond “reality” to archetypal ideas about human living that
transcend the particular scene being captured.



4. It is photorealism

If the DM photo depicts real life, then the implication is that the image itself must look real. This
stipulation seems to rule out editing where things are added to removed from the original shot,
as well as unnatural colors, contrasts, sharpness, blur, shapes, textures, etc. Artistic Photoshop
experiments conducted on the original image disqualify it as a DM photo. Let’s remember that
Cartier-Bresson wouldn’t even tolerate anyone cropping his pictures.

Here we run into some problems. What appears to be a realistic, life-like photo is a highly
subjective, debatable, and culturally relative issue. Most of us don’t see reality in black and
white, which means, technically speaking, we’d have to throw out all b/w photos as DM shots,
including all of Cartier-Bresson’s work. The only reason we won’t and don’t do that is because
our culture accepts b/w photography as accurate depictions of reality. Due to the limitations of
the technology at the time, photography started off as strictly b/w, so tradition encourages us to
believe such images show us the world as it actually is.

The times have changed. Photography is now much more sophisticated and versatile. In our
modern culture, we accept a wider range of images as natural depictions of reality. The oddly
faded, color-shifted scenes in old film prints look as real to our contemporary minds as the super
crisp colors and sharpness of a fresh digital image.

Where do we draw the line between a realistic versus overly manipulated image to define it as a
DM photo, or not? If we are willing to accept a broader range of image types as DM photos, do
we also allow other types of editing, like removing a utility pole sticking out of a person’s head in
an otherwise perfect composition? Is some cropping OK, despite Cartier-Bressons’s restrictions
about his own photos? How strictly do we adhere to the orthodox idea that the DM photo should
stand as it is, as it was originally captured, with as minimal processing as possible? Even Cartier-
Bresson wondered, "Reality offers us such wealth that we must cut some of it out on the spot,
simplify. The question is, do we always cut out what we should?"

I don’t think there are any easy answers to these questions. When defining a DM photo, some
people will take that strict, orthodox position. Others allow more flexibility in the capture and
editing of the image. 

8. Meaning and Emotion

The most challenging aspect of defining the DM lies in the following kinds of statements by
Cartier-Bresson: “In order to ‘give a meaning’ to the world, one has to feel oneself involved in
what one frames through the viewfinder.” On the other hand, he also said, ““In photojournalistic
reporting, inevitably, you’re an outsider.”

Other expressions such as capturing “the quintessence of the phenomenon” and “the fact itself”
– as well as "I was there and this is how life appeared to me at that moment" – indicate that the
DM photo pinpoints the factual reality of the scene, but, paradoxically, through the subjective
viewpoint of the photographer. The fact or meaning of the scene is shaped by the image created
by the photographer.



Artistic photography is all about the intersection of reality as perceived by the photographer and
the viewers of the image. If a clear consensus arises in that intersection, we might say that the
factual meaning of the scene has been depicted, with a DM photo emerging when many or all of
the previously outlined criteria in the article have been satisfied.

In the case of photojournalistic pictures of important socio-political events, or in portraits of
famous people, historical perspective helps us reach that agreement about the factual reality
being portrayed. As a young journalist, Cartier-Bresson felt compelled to record the problematic
facts of his era. Explaining his transition from painting to photography, he told an interviewer:
"The adventurer in me felt obliged to testify with a quicker instrument than a brush to the scars
of the world." On the other hand, tipping his hat to the more subjective side of image meaning,
he later said in an interview with American Photo, “I'm not responsible for my photographs.
Photography is not documentary, but intuition, a poetic experience.”

In the case of DM photos of ordinary people in everyday life, the meaning or fact of the image
becomes more ambiguous than photojournalism because it extends into the wide territory of
subtle, symbolic interpretations of some universal or archetypal aspect of the human condition.
Hinting at this concept of archetypes, Cartier-Bresson said, “I don’t know what it means to be
dramatically new. There are no new ideas in the world, there’s only new arrangements of things.
Everything is new, every minute is new. It means reexamining.”

In this reexamining of a basic idea about real life – especially in photos of ordinary people doing
everyday things and perhaps even in iconic photojournalist images that capture similar
archetypal meanings, but with much more drama - individual differences in the attribution of
meaning to the DM photo will vary greatly, with some people finding no special meaning or fact,
which perhaps disqualifies it as a DM image, at least for them.

When looking at The Puddle one person simply told me, “It’s a guy jumping over a puddle. It
looks dark and depressing.” Inquiring deeper into this comment might reveal a hidden
archetypal meaning, or maybe not. A person with a much more elaborate reaction might say:

“An ambiguous man is jumping over a puddle. Maybe he symbolizes all men, all people. It’s
hard to tell if he will clear the puddle. It looks like he won’t, like he will splash into it. I wonder
how deep it is. Maybe it’s a leap of faith, a leap into the uncertainty of the unknown. It could
stand for a kind of rebirth or purification, or an attempt to escape from his tenuous stance on
the ladder of his own karma, maybe an escape from the dismal appearance of this scene and of
his life. There might be some kind of construction taking place here. Maybe he represents a leap
forward, progress. The dancer on the poster echoes his leap, so there might be some joy and
art in his attempt. And the hands of the clock also echo his limbs, suggesting the passage of
time, maybe the limits of time, the inevitability of fate. Even though he’s jumping, he’s framed
and trapped within the fence and the reflection of the fence. It’s a leap to freedom, an escape.
The man in the background is a witness to this event. He echoes our own presence. We watch
passively, but the man in the hat is the one who goes out on a limp, takes a chance, and makes
the leap. Is he our role model, or something we want to avoid? His fate is uncertain. The half
circular metal pieces in the water tell us his destiny is yet to be realized. The image itself seems
to float in the empty space at the top and bottom. There are reflections of the scene in the
water, but the whole image itself could be a reflection, suspended in time and space, just as the
jumper is suspended in time and space. The meaning of this photo is simple, yet profound. It’s
both an ordinary, everyday event, and it’s also something with cosmic meaning.”



Perhaps Cartier-Bresson might be delighted with such a reaction. Or maybe he saw the photo a
bit differently. That’s the point. There will always be individual differences in the attribution of
life meanings to a photo.

The question is not about a specific meaning or fact being depicted in the DM photo, but rather
about the types and variety of possible archetypal ideas concerning human existence that it
embodies.

“Meaning” means more than meaning in an intellectual sense. More importantly, it entails
emotion. The power of the DM photo rests in its ability to express and activate particular
feelings, including subtle facets of those feelings, which often occurs via sophisticated
composition and figure/ground dynamics.

In an ideal DM photo, the image possesses what Roland Barthes called “punctum” – a powerful
emotion that pierces the viewer. Usually, some particular, obvious aspect of the image generates
that conscious emotional reaction, which could be true of almost any photo. In the case of the
DM shot, however, the more subtle, unconscious cues in its composition deepen and expand the
nuances of that emotion. The emotional reaction might even be powerful but hard to articulate,
because its origin is unconscious. Perhaps the most effect DM photo is the one that stirs up these
unconscious associations.

9. The Shoot leading to DM shots

The DM photo doesn’t occur as an isolated shot. There are no photographers, even the great
ones, who go out with their cameras, take one spectacular DM shot, and then return home. The
DM image emerges in the context of an entire shoot of some kind. Some photography sessions
lead to a great DM shot, and some don’t. Is there a difference between the two?

Here I’d like to draw on some ideas about the “Good Hour” in psychoanalytic therapy – a term
originally proposed by the famous analyst Ernst Kris in his classic 1956 article “On some
vicissitudes of insight in psychoanalysis” in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis.

The Good Hour starts off with a negative tinge. The person feels frustrated, angry, or
disappointed. However, these feelings are then neutralized and transformed into a more
productive energy that pushes one’s mind towards personally meaningful insights. Dreams or
memories begin to break through defenses into conscious awareness. New elements of one’s
experience begin to fit into the context of previous experiences as if they had always been
familiar. Associations suddenly converge.

There is the feeling that what one is thinking, feeling, and perceiving comes from an unconscious
realm where they have already been prepared, formulated, and integrated – a kind of
subconscious incubation. It’s a reaction to and a synthesis of previous psychotherapeutic work.
What was at first flat and intellectual becomes real and concrete.

The Good Hour, in which people feel autonomous and independent in their search for meaning,
differs from the “Pseudo-Good Hour” in which they may seem to be perceiving life in a new,
more fruitful way, when actually their perception is motivated by a conscious or unconscious
goal to please someone, gain praise, or defy an authority.

 



 

These ideas echo what Cartier-Bresson said about the spontaneous resonance of the visual and
psychological elements of the DM shot, as well as suddenly realizing and capturing the
underlying meaning and emotion of human life. He compared photography to psychoanalysis
while Kris believed the psychological processes of the Good Hour resemble those in artistic
endeavors.

Integrating the facts of the situation being photographed with one’s subjective interpretation of
that scenario, the DM shot is the therapeutic “Aha!” moment of realizing oneself within the
human condition, of clarity and insight, of making concrete and real the meaning that was
previously intellectually flat.

It’s not about getting that great shot to please authority figures or to prove oneself better than
those authorities.

It’s about oneself in the world of human experience. Some subconsciously formed insight is lying
in wait, anticipating the opportunity to express itself. The DM shot catalyzes its emergence.

Some photographers consider their work therapeutic, involving personal insights that resemble
those of psychotherapy. They call it “therapeutic photography.” Any particular shoot can become
a psychoanalytic session leading to a glimpse into the unconscious mind.

Clearly, Cartier-Bresson saw it the same way when he said that photography “is a way of
shouting, of freeing oneself, not of proving or asserting one’s originality. It is a way of life.”

Like psychotherapy, photography expresses life itself in the merging of the subjective and
objective worlds. As Cartier-Bresson said, “I believe that, through the act of living, the discovery
of oneself is made concurrently with the discovery of the world around us.”

The Puddle is not simply a photo of a man leaping over water, nor a capture of larger symbolic
representations of the human condition, but also a realization of Cartier-Bresson’s own life –
perhaps a realization of what it must have meant to him to escape from a Nazi POW camp.

Despite these striking parallels between the Good Hour and the shoot leading to the DM photo,
we might object to the idea that the shoot starts off with a negative tinge, including feelings of
tension and aggression.

However, Cartier-Bresson himself hinted at this idea when he made such statements as: ““I kept
walking the streets, high-strung, and eager to snap scenes of convincing reality” … and … “The
creative act lasts but a brief moment, a lightning instant of give-and-take, just long enough for
you to level the camera and to trap the fleeting prey in your little box.”

As I mentioned earlier in this article, Susan Sontag similarly described how photography entails
the aggressive aspects of the hunt. Kris’s insights simply clarify how this form of psychological
tension and aggression is controlled, neutralized, and redirected – in the case of photography,
redirected into the DM shot.

As any artist knows: doubt, frustration, anger, grief, or any other emotion of a negative tinge
provides more fuel for creative endeavors than “feeling kinda good.”



 

10. Skills in Capturing the Decisive Moment

Camera handling proficiency

Know your camera well. Without even having to think about it, you quickly and efficiently adjust
the settings to capture that brief moment. All the technical knowledge has become second
nature. It’s all muscle memory. The camera becomes an extension of oneself.

Compositional intuition

The photographer has enough training, experience, and natural talent to instantly recognize the
visual coalescence, figure/ground relationships, and overall Gestalt field that constitutes the DM
image. Some claim that the DM shot comes from serendipity and luck. There is an element of
truth to this idea, but as Louis Pasteur said, “Chance favors the prepared mind.”

Physical adeptness

Besides efficient camera handling and eye/hand coordination, you have to be in the right place at
the right time – in some cases, being agile and fast on your feet. The uniqueness of the DM
image comes from the physical location of the photographer when taking the photo. Cartier-
Bresson was peering through the fence to capture The Puddle. I wonder if he had to stand on his
tippy-toes, or balance himself precariously on a rock, similar to his subject.

Unobtrusiveness

To obtain candid photos of people, the photographer must learn how to become the invisible
observer. This ability is another aspect of physical adeptness, but it also entails the psychological,
visual, and spatial understanding of how and when the subject might notice you. How close can
you get before they spot your intention to shoot? What movements of yours might draw their
attention? How do you follow interesting subjects without their knowing? This doesn’t sound like
a laudatory comment but the photographer must master the habits of a stealthful spy. Or they
might simply need to be an unassuming, benign presence whom people notice, but then forget
about.

People Knowledge

The photographer must be knowledgeable about human behavior, including the physical aspects,
such as body language, gesturing, movement, and vocal patterns – as well as the understanding
the motives underlying why people do what they do. You can’t simply be a detached observer
looking for a nicely composed photo. You need to immerse yourself into the psychology of the
situation and where it is headed. Some photographers claim that training in theater performance
helps a lot in developing these skills.

Anticipation

Because the DM passes by in a flash, you have to see it coming. That ability arises from the
intuitive knowledge about human behavior and the Gestalt visual field in which it occurs.
Instinctively, you know what’s about to happen, or that SOMETHING is about to happen, as well
as where and how you need to capture it. You could be in the right place at the right time, but
not even know it.



Mindfulness

The skill in anticipation comes from a wider state of awareness that some people call
“mindfulness” – a topic that is the focus of another article here in Photographic Psychology and
that currently is spreading rapidly through all areas of psychology. Of all the abilities needed to
capture the DM, this one is probably the most crucial.

Mindfulness is the ability to see things clearly, freely, as they truly are in and of themselves. It
involves the full awareness of oneself – one’s own sensations and emotions as encompassed in
Gestalt perceptions, as well as the insights of the Good Hour; but it also entails the ability to
transcend those things in order to experience the moment for what it is, rather than for just how
one’s mind shapes it. One’s “self” might get in the way. As a process of noticing and discovery
through a transcending fusion of objectivity and subjectivity, mindfulness is being selflessly
present in the world and in the moment, openly receptive to both the seemingly insignificant as
well as the overtly surprising events surrounding and within you. 

Photographers who talk about the DM often describe their experiences in ways that resemble
these ideas about mindfulness. They mention being totally aware of their surroundings, at one
with it, losing themselves in it, not thinking, planning, desiring, or expecting anything, but
simply experiencing what is happening around them. They talk about developing a peripheral
vision or panoramic sensitivity to the environment. Even forget that you are carrying a camera,
Cartier-Bresson suggested. It is this state of mind leads to the DM shot – not unlike the fully
aware, spontaneous, unpremeditated, and undesired letting lose of the arrow that Eugene
Herrigel described in his classic account of Zen in the Art of Archery. A variety of quotes from
Cartier-Bresson point to this selfless, meditative state of mind that culminates in the DM:

“It is a way of shooting, of freeing oneself, not of proving or asserting one's own originality.
It is a way of life.”

“I'm not responsible for my photographs. Photography is not documentary, but intuition, a
poetic experience. It's drowning yourself, dissolving yourself, and then sniff, sniff, sniff – being
sensitive to coincidence. You can't go looking for it; you can't want it, or you want get it. First
you must lose your self. Then it happens.”

“Thinking should be done before and after, not during photographing. Success depends on the
extent of one's general culture, one's set of values, one's clarity of mind, one's vivacity.” 

“People think far too much about techniques and not enough about seeing."

“Photography is an immediate reaction, drawing a meditation."

The Myth and Reality of the DM Photo

Now that we’ve explored the ten features of a “perfect” DM photo, we have to ask ourselves if any
image meets all the criteria. Perhaps not, perhaps not even any of Cartier-Bresson’s work or the
work of any other great photographer. Some of the criteria are rather elusive. For example, it’s
not easy to verify “a dynamic interplay of objective fact with subjective interpretation that
arouses meaning and emotion about the human condition.”



Although I have attempted in this article to identify the specific psychological elements of the
decisive moment, it is very much an artistic, philosophical, and poetic concept that’s not easy to
pin down in any specific way. If you examine online photo-sharing groups devoted to DM
photography, each group defines it differently. Some have very strict, meticulous criteria
(different than what I propose). Some offer a simple definition, such as “Have you been blessed
by space and time, to have pressed the shutter release button at exactly the precise moment to
get the perfect shot?” Others simply refuse to explain it at all. Like Justice Potter Stewart’s
comment about pornography, these groups imply “I don’t know how to define it, but I know it
when I see it. The fact stands that if you visit online groups where people are posting DM photos,
you'll see almost every kind of image you can image - including people supsended preposterously
in midair, beautifully sunsets, animals performing strange acts, balloons popping, and all other
sorts of photos.

Online I’ve seen photographers rail about anyone who claims to be an arbiter of the DM ideal, as
if they are riding high upon their own inflated hubris. I’ve seen photographers claim that the DM
is more of a cliché than a reality (even for Cartier-Bresson); that it is based mostly on anecdotal
stories of interesting incidents that one might be tempted to narrate; or that it has attained the
status of a powerful myth bearing an undeniable, unconscious impact on photography. Take all
the opinions you might hear with a grain of salt and a sense of humor, as I do in offering my
edited version of The Puddle, which contains six changes to the original photo - changes that
wreck some of its exquisite DM features, like the eliminating the gap, closing open loops,
providing a safe landing for the daring man, and adding totally irrelevant items to the image that
blatantly violate the compositional principle that in a excellent shot, "Nothing can be added and
nothing taken away."

I believe the ten criteria I’ve proposed can be helpful in defining DM photos, but I do not offer
them as facts chiseled into stone. I intend them as guidelines, or, even better, as ideas to
consider. The more criteria met by a particular photo, the more likely people will perceive it as a
DM. In my conversations with Dick Zakia in the weeks before his death, I think he summed it up
beautifully: “More and more I am beginning to think that the photos that have taken on a life of
their own must have the qualities of the decisive moment.” 
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 Mindfulness in Photography
 Body Language in Photography



Breaking Rules

Why there are rules

In any discipline, artistic or otherwise, there are standards about how to do things well. After all,
there has to be some kind of convention for any art form, otherwise there is no "form." These
rules often are tried and true. For example, in photography don’t center the subject in the frame
because it’s too static and predictable. Don’t crop people’s bodies at the joints, or they will
appear amputated. Avoid objects in the background that jutt out of a subject's head. Avoid
clipping in the highlights and shadows so that details aren’t washed out by total white and black.
Generally speaking, these rules work quite well, which is why we have them.

Like everyone says, know the rules before breaking them

Even though we have those rules, artists say that creativity begins when we leave rules behind. A
trained artist will add this caveat: understand the rules before you start breaking them.

Now why do they say that? In part, it might be because they went through all the time and effort
to learn the standards, so they would like to see novices do the same before they start shooting
from the hip. But there’s a more important reason. It’s hard to recognize why something is
creative without understanding the rules that it bends and transcends. Tradition provides a
platform from which the artist leaps. If photographers try something different that looks
interesting to them, they may be reinventing the wheel without even realizing it - a wheel that
maybe isn’t even as good as the original.



Be on the lookout for people who claim that breaking the rules can be creative, but then criticize
the way someone broke a rule. They might have their own implicit rules about how the rules can
be broken - which, of course, is just another rule.

Once you break a convention, you enter a territory where some photographers will love the
scenery, while others will refuse to follow you there, even if they also like to defy that
convention. They just don't like the way you defied it.

Regardless of what some people might say or think, breaking the rules on purpose should be
something that you find educational, exciting, and fun. It’s a good way to stretch your creative
muscles.

Whenever you break the rules, ask yourself why. Really think about how your unconventional
approach contributes in a productive way to the composition, emotion, and meaning of the
photo. That kind of thinking will broaden your understanding of photography, your innovation,
and your personal vision of what photography means to you.

The balance between norms and deviance

Creativity involves a delicate balance between norms and deviance. When you push the envelope
a bit, knowledgeable people will see what you’re doing.  Some will appreciate it as unique. Some
won’t like it because it breaks the rules. If you come up with a wildly different idea, you may
need to tame it according to the norms, at least a little, before it can make sense within the art
form and be acceptable to others.

Then, of course, there are those geniuses who completely transcend the tradition with ideas that
are brilliantly new.  Sometimes they are admired for being the geniuses they are. Sometimes they
are condemned. Sometimes they are long dead before anyone even notices. Most of them did
master the conventions before they took flight.

When breaking rules becomes a trap

Breaking the rules just to break them can become a trap. It turns into as much a knee-jerk
reaction as always sticking to the conventions. Persistently rebellious behavior of any kind is
anything but a form of freedom. It's another edict. In photography, it’s not so much breaking the
rules that leads to creativity. It's being willing and able to set aside the conventions in order to
see and capture something new. It's simply forgetting the rules.

The creative personality

Research into the personality style of talented artists often shows that they are not particularly
concerned about authority; they like ambiguity and complexity; they are open to new
experiences; they don’t fear losing control; they like to be independent, to play and explore. They
are not trying to break outside the boundaries of convention, they just venture to where their
imagination takes them. 



What are your rules?

So, what are your favorite rules to break? Why do you like to break them? On the other hand,
what are the rules about how to shoot, process, and think about images that you consider
sacrosanct? … What would it be like to break them too? What would it be like to assume
everything you know is wrong?

 Reversals
 Good and Bad Shots 
 Serendipity 

 





The Good Capture

You’ve heard people say it: “Good Capture!” Did you ever wonder what that expression is about?
Or how about some of the other expressions often associated with photography: loading the
camera, aiming, taking a shot. Do we, perhaps unconsciously, associate photography with
something like hunting?

In her book On Photography, Susan Sontag describes photography as a tool of power.

In a predatory way, photographers scan their territory, stop, shoot, move on, and later display
their collection of trophies for others to see. They appropriate, tame and master the situation by
visually capturing and preserving it. They isolate a moment of time out of its connectedness to
other moments, separate it from its environment and a larger reality, freeze it in taxidermy
fashion, impose their own interpretation and viewpoint on it. By fixating that moment, they keep
things the way they are and attempt to prevent the inevitability of change. They offer proof that
they were there, that this thing happened, that this thing existed. At the very least, by recording
and interpreting an event, they put themselves in a relationship to the world that feels like
knowledge, and, therefore, power.

 



 

A “good” capture might also be the photograph that takes possession of and portrays something
important about the photographer. Images capture the photographer's relationship to the
subject: what they like, think, and feel about it. They preserve, in some cases even tame,
something about the life and personality of the photographer. In that sense, perhaps the capture
indeed is “good.”

 Commenting on Photos 
 The decisive moment
 Get the shot right 



Microexpressions
 

(photo by Susan Cosentino)

In the 1960s William Condon pioneered the study of body language that occurred within a
fraction of second, which he called “micromovements.” For example, in a careful, frame-by-
frame analysis of a video, he noticed a wife moving her shoulder just as her husband’s hand
came up – an interaction of micromovements that formed a “microrhythm.” The psychologist
John Gottman was even able to predict what relationships would endure or fail by examining the
micromovements of couples interacting with each other in video recordings.

Famous for his theory of emotion in facial expressions, Paul Ekman added to these findings with
his research on what he called “microexpressions,” which are looks that flash across a person’s
face, usually within 1/15 of a second. Involuntary and extremely difficult to control, these
instantaneous reactions surface in the middle of other facial expressions over which the person
has more command. Because underlying emotions provoke them, microexpressions reveal what
people are truly feeling, often when they are uncomfortable with and deliberately trying to
suppress and conceal that feeling, or sometimes when the feeling is unconscious.

The emotional leakage usually involves the seven basic facial expressions that are universal
across cultures: those indicating anger, fear, disgust, surprise, sadness, happiness and contempt.
Researchers and law enforcement officials have found that microexpressions thwart contrived
attempts to fake a facial presentation and therefore are useful in exposing lies. 

 



 

The Subliminal Effect

Most people, up to 80 or 90 percent, don’t notice microexpressions in others, although they can
be trained to detect them. Even if we don’t consciously recognize them, they still might have a
subliminal impact on our impression of people and how we respond to them. So if you think you
are acting on a hunch about a person, it may not be pure “intuition.” Your eye and brain in fact
detected the person’s emotion revealed by the expression that flashed across his or her face. For
these reasons, some psychologists believe that research on microexpressions supports Darwin’s
observations about the evolutionary significance of emotion and how it is expressed.

Can a Photographer Capture It?

So what does this have to do with photography? Well, think about the applications to shots of
people. Photographers specializing in portraits well know that when asked to smile, subjects
don’t look like they do when they smile spontaneously. Their expression often seems at least a
bit contrived. In fact, the muscles used for a posed smile are different than those involved in a
natural smile. Photographs of people are more interesting and true to the character of the people
in them when the subjects behave freely and without self-consciousness.

Actually, these kinds of natural facial expressions, when the subject isn’t “trying” to look a
certain way for the camera, are a bit different than microexpressions. The microexpression is
unique in its brevity and how it reveals an underlying and perhaps concealed emotion. A
photograph that captures it is a record of a fleeting glimpse into the subject’s psyche.

This fact poses some dilemmas for the photographer. First, there's a technical issue. Because the
microexpression occurs in a flash, it’s quite difficult to capture in a single snapshot. Shutter
speeds surely are fast enough to do the job, but the human photographer’s reaction time lags far
behind the moment. Even if you train yourself to spot a microexpression, they are long gone
before you press the shutter button. If you have considerable psychological and interpersonal
sensitivity, you might tune into the situation, anticipate when a microexpression might occur,
and capture it. Perhaps you’re talking with the subject or carefully observing the interaction
among people while you’re shooting. But even with accurate intuition and a camera boasting
superfast frames per second, you could still miss that flickering facial expression. Largely, it’s
going to be a matter of luck, which is often the case in photography.

Should a Photographer Capture It?

Then there’s a tricky ethical issue. If a microexpression reveals an underlying emotion that
people might need to deny and conceal, or if they’re simply uncomfortable showing it, should the
photographer capture that private sentiment? Might the person feel vulnerable, exposed,
intruded upon, betrayed, or angry? The answer to that question depends on the personality of
the subject, the nature of their relationship to the photographer, how the photograph will be
used, and how viewers might interpret it. A look of joyful surprise on an otherwise stoic man’s
face might be perfectly acceptable to everyone if it’s a photo of him walking into his surprise
birthday party. However, imagine how intrusively manipulative it would be for a photographer
to pose a personal question to a subject – such as “How do you feel about your mother?” – as a
prelude to capturing the person’s micro-expressive response. 



Some Complications

The researchers also offer some caveats. Ekman, for example, states that people sometimes
confuse the expressions for fear and surprise, as well as the ones for anger and disgust, because
they involve similar muscle movements. Mark Frank, an expert on how microexpressions betray
attempts at deception, warns that one microexpression or a collection of them is not proof of
anything. They have meaning only in the context of other behavioral cues.

This holds true for microexpressions in general. If we do succeed in capturing one, the meaning
conveyed in the photograph will be shaped not just by the culturally universal emotion
associated with that expression, but also by other aspects of the subject, the situation
surrounding the subject, and the psychological effects created by the composition and the post-
processing of the image. The whole is greater than the sum of its parts and surely any one part,
even if that part is the highly revealing microexpression.
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The One that Got Away

It could happen in a variety of ways. Maybe a
friend says, “It was amazing! Too bad you
weren’t there with your camera.” Of course,
you’re taking your friend’s word for it. You
didn’t see it with your own eyes, so that’s not
nearly as frustrating as when you are there, but
for some reason failed to get that incredible
shot. Maybe you were looking the wrong way,
slow on the draw with your camera, using the
wrong settings to capture what inspired you, or
driving on the highway and reluctant to
jeopardize your life for the sake of a good
photo. Or, in another situation familiar to every
photographer, you see something absolutely
marvelous to photograph, but you don’t have
your camera with you.

It’s normal to feel regret about such missed
opportunities for a great photograph. We might
remind ourselves about those shots in the past
that we did take, fully expecting them to turn
out spectacular, but they didn’t. Maybe that
would have happened this time too, if we had
our camera. Photography can be unpredictable. 

Trophies for eternity

We also don’t want to get too compulsive about capturing every interesting or beautiful thing we
see, as if our trophy collection is never quite complete. Perhaps we have altruistic goals of
preserving that incredible scene not just for ourselves, but for other people as well. On an
unconscious level, we might even think, rather omnipotently, that we have captured that thing of
beauty forever, that we have managed to take hold of eternity.

Of course, our rational mind tells us otherwise. Unless you’re an incredibly famous
photographer, that great photo will most likely disappear in a generation, or two, or three. In
fact, how many images of even the greatest of all photographers will still be around a thousand
years from now? We might even wonder if photography as we now know it will still be around
that far in the future. Clay tablets for preserving images were used for three thousand years, but
they're not that popular nowadays.



 

Embrace impermanence

Rather than feeling morose about this impermanence, we can embrace it. Beautiful things come
and go. That’s what makes them beautiful, as the Japanese say about the ephemeral cherry
blossom. Perhaps what’s wonderful about photography isn’t simply its power to capture
exquisite things, but how it teaches us to notice and appreciate them. Maybe missing the chance
to capture that amazing scene makes it all the more special.

Besides, it's the process that's important, and not necessarily the outcome.

 

 

 Mindfulness in Photography 
 Serendipity: The Happy Accident 
 The Good Capture



Get the Shot Right

"Don't rely on Photoshop"

In this age of digital photography
many people appreciate the fact that
you can take a dozen shots of the same
scene, hoping that one of them will
turn out perfect. If not, if the exposure
is still a little off, the composition
needs some fine-tuning, or something
else isn’t exactly to your liking, you
can probably fix it in your photo-
editing program during the luxurious
stage of image creation called “post-
processing.” A curves adjustment here,
a bit of cropping there, and voilà: the
perfect image!

The retort to this reliance on post-
processing is the mantra, which you
have probably heard often, “Get the
shot right.” Rather than depending on
Photoshop to fix something that went
wrong during the shoot, fine-tune your
skills in nailing the exposure.

It’s important to develop your image
editing abilities, but if you allow
yourself to become lackadaisical when
taking photos with your camera, you
will miss the chance to understand the
more subtle aspects of how it captures
light. Also keep in mind that in some cases, you won’t be able to fix the problem in Photoshop or
recreate exactly what the camera could have recorded with the correct exposure. 

Methinks he doth protest too much

Although I endorse the idea that we should try to improve our skills in capturing the best
exposure possible, I do sometimes question the “Get the Shot Right” philosophy, especially when
photographers get rigidly adamant about it. In this age when traditional photography is coming
to grips with the digital generation, I wonder if some advocates of getting the shot right feel a bit
unsure about their post-processing skills.



Often post-processing isn't necessarily "fixing" the photo, but rather shaping, enhancing, and
improving it. That doesn't necessarily mean transforming the image with dramatically graphic,
supercharged, fantastic, and surreal effects, although that's one possibility. You might improve
the photo in a way that looks perfectly natural, realistic, and right.

Is "right" what we or the camera sees?

Come to think of it, what exactly does it mean when people say that we should try to get the shot
"right?" Perhaps they are suggesting that the right exposure will record the scene as it actually
looked, rather than, say, underexposing or overexposing the image.

Unfortunately, here we run into a problem. As any knowledgeable photographer knows, a
camera does not see like we humans do. Compared to our eye, a camera is quite limited in the
range of light brightness (dynamic range) it can record. Our vision is much more sensitive. So if
we define "right" as capturing the way the scene actually looked, what we really mean is
capturing the way the scene actually looked provided its dynamic range was within the
capabilities of the camera. 

In many situations, that just isn't the case. For example, we might be able to see a great deal of
detail in shadows and highlights, but the limited dynamic range of the camera causes these areas
to clip to pure black and white. That's certainly not right. It’s not the way the scene looked. In
fact, if we succeed in using Photoshop to recover some of the shadow and highlight detail, we
succeed in making the image more "right" than was possible with the camera alone. Setting aside
the issue of post-processing, "right" is what we decide we want when we shoot a scene that’s
beyond the range of the camera. We either expose for the shadows and sacrifice the highlights, or
vice versa. And we might really like the results. So "right" isn't some objective standard carved
into stone. It's a choice we make.

Just for the sake of argument, let's assume that the light is perfectly compatible with what the
camera can do. It's the best of circumstances resulting in our being able to capture the scene
exactly as it appeared. But what if we don't particularly like that light? What if we prefer it a bit
darker, or brighter, or with more contrast or color. What if we don't like the fact that the camera
kept everything in focus just as our eye saw it? We want some blur. Is it wrong to adjust these
things during post-processing according to our vision of what the image can be? Obviously not.

There’s a tendency to think of photography as a way to capture reality, but sometimes we might
not like what reality presents to us. We might prefer to use what the scene offers as a starting
point to create our own version of that reality. After all, if the light had been a bit different, if the
sun was a bit more or less bright or diffuse or whatever, the scene might have looked exactly the
way we shaped it in Photoshop. Even if we post-process the image beyond anything that could
have appeared in the real scene, our created image contains a reality of its own that is "right" in
its own right.

Here's another thing to consider. The best possible exposure with one camera won't look exactly
the same as the best possible exposure with another one. Each camera has its own unique
character in the kind of image it produces. So you can take the shot exactly "right" with different
cameras, but the results will all be different. 



 

"Right" is your personal vision

If it isn't obvious by now, the point I'm trying to make is that the "get the shot right" philosophy
is filled with elusive assumptions and rules about how a photo is suppose" to look. As I often
emphasize in Photographic Psychology, "right" is what you envision for the shot. It's how you
personally want it to look. Perhaps some photographers can make excellent on-the-spot
decisions about how they desire to capture a scene, whatever the mood or impression it is they
hope to create - and they have the technical skill to carry out that personal vision of what feels
"right" to them. But that doesn't necessarily make it wrong to formulate that vision later on,
during the post-processing of the image. Sometimes getting the shot right comes long after the
shutter closes, when you've had time to explore your personal understanding of the image during
your play and experimentation in a photo-editing program.
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One
Spot
Shots

When it's time to sit down

When we think about doing photography, we often subconsciously emphasize the word “doing.”
We imagine moving around a room taking shots of some exciting event, hiking through a
beautiful natural landscape capturing pictures along the way, skillfully navigating through busy
city streets on the lookout for an exciting image, searching the backyard and inside our home for
something we never noticed before, or arranging and rearranging an intriguing still life.

Sometimes I get tired. It also hurts my back and legs to be standing for long periods of time. And
so I sit down somewhere, on a bench, a wall, a rock, whatever seems most comfortable. I often
find myself sitting at some point when I take my camera along on shopping or tourist trips,
when my wife would like to visit the stores while I prefer to stay outside to “do” a little
photography. I try not to wander away too far, lest my wife have trouble finding me. After
scouting out some shots in the immediate area, I’ll simply find a place nearby to park myself.

Creativity thrives under restrictions

Does my photography end while I’m sitting? Mostly, no. I like to think of it as a challenge. One
theory about creativity is that when you place restrictions on someone, you force them to get
innovative. One spot shots are a good example of this. If I sit in this one spot and look around,
what do I see? What are the different photographic possibilities? Look up, down, left, right. Try
to see the big pictures, the small pictures, and everything in between. Shoot from above my head
or between my knees. Take a few self-portraits. Maybe I'll notice some interesting textured
surfaces nearby that might come in handy as an overlay in Photoshop processing. I'll play with
different camera angles and different camera settings. One spot shots can help you know your
camera better because if you're sitting still, it's easier to study what it can do.



The resulting one spot shots might not turn out to be magnificent photos, but at the very least
you'll enjoy the relaxed opportunity to develop your eye and shooting techniques under limited
circumstances. Actually, in all types of photography situations you'll encounter obstacles of some
kind. So you can consider one spot shots as an opportunity to develop the style of thinking that
helps you grapple with such limitations.

New shots come to you because things always change

Taoists say that everything is always changing. One spot shooting teaches us that lesson. You
may not be moving from your seat, but everything around you changes. Especially if you’re at
some social event or on a busy street, all sorts of things are happening. That’s why old people sit
on their porch all day long. They realize the most interesting show isn’t necessarily on TV, but
right there in their neighborhood. With your camera in hand - if you’re patient, receptive, and
quick on the draw - you can capture the highlights of the show, without moving at all.

I took the photos at the end of this article while sitting on a bench at Disney’s Epcot. After lots of
walking in the hot sun, I really needed a cool place to sit and recuperate. Needless to say, Epcot
is a visually rich place for photography, not just the environment itself, but also the endless
variety of people. So it’s a perfect opportunity for one spot shots. I did take pictures of people
passing by, which was an obvious photographic choice, but here I’ll show some of the other not-
so-obvious options that I noticed: a wooden gate across the street, the architecture above me, a
reflection shot in the window behind me, and, my favorite of the bunch, a reflection in a puddle
near my feet, which I hadn’t noticed until I hung down my head, feeling a bit weary and thinking
that I had already exhausted all the photographic possibilities from the perspective of my bench.

Of course, if you’re alone in the woods, you’re not going to witness a whole lot of human hustling
and bustling while you’re resting on a log or rock. Your one spot shots will be limited, at least in
terms of human subjects. That shouldn’t stop you from developing your powers of vision. Look
around and really SEE the subtle details of color, form, and texture surrounding you. Give
yourself the chance to notice what you wouldn’t have seen if you had been walking on by.
Cultivate your meditative awareness. Keep Thoreau in mind. Maybe you’ll spot some movement
of insects or birds, or maybe some other forest creature will stroll your way. At the very least, if
you’re patient to sit long enough, the sunlight will certainly change – if not by cloud movements,
then simply by the inevitable fact that the sun progresses across the sky. The lighting of the
scene around you will transform. Can you see it? Isn’t that what photography is all about –
noticing and appreciating the subtle changes in light?

The changes, Taoists will say, also occur inside you. Our mind is a stream. As you sit there,
different thoughts, feelings, and memories will float through you. This flow inside your psyche
affects your perceptions. It changes what you can and want to see, what you can and want to
photograph. It widens your awareness of yourself and the world around you. This is why one
spot shots turn into a type of meditative, even mystical experience.

They say you can see the universe in a grain of sand. Well, if that’s true, then why not also see it
in the scene around you as you sit patiently on that bench, rock, wall, or log? If you have the
whole universe just paces away, how could you run out of opportunities for photography? All of
the mysteries of life are right there in front of you. You don’t have to run around to seek them
out. They’ll reveal themselves to you, if you just sit patiently while openning your eyes to see.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mindfulness in Photography 
 Camera angles
 Breaking Rules





Museums

How could you go wrong doing photography in a museum? There are beautiful things
everywhere you look. It's an inspiring challenge to both capture and add your own interpretation
to these wonderful works of art.

But first things first. Make sure photography is allowed. Some museums permit it anywhere,
some forbid it in special exhibits, some ban cameras entirely. The rules aren’t always clear. There
might be a sign indicating prohibited areas, but it’s easy to accidentally wander into them
without noticing the restrictions. I’ve been corrected and even yelled at several times by security
people. At these moments, being a thick-skinned photographer comes in handy. Apologize.
Accept the fact you made an honest mistake. Your best bet, just to be sure, is to ask the guards
as you move from one area of the museum to another. If you’re the rebellious type with some
sneaky tricks up your sleeve, you might be able to take a few surreptitious shots, but I don’t
recommend it. It violates the rights of the museum and the artists.

When you take a shot of a particular piece of art, think about why you're doing it. What draws
you to it: the visual style, the concept, the emotion? What pieces do you ignore? Considering
these questions will give you insight into your own photography: what you like and don't like,
what you express about yourself in your photos, and how you might want to stretch into new
territories of ideas and techniques for executing them.

When you take a shot, do you simply want to capture, as accurately as you can, what the artist
created? Actually, a straightforward photographing of artwork isn’t that simple. Some
photographers specialize in making high quality images that portray the piece as realistically as
possible, in an objective sort of way, ideally in the way the artist intended it to be experienced. It
requires special equipment - including complex lighting - and considerable technical know-how.
Most museums aren’t going to let you, the average visitor, even use a flash or tripod, no less
studio-quality gear. Here’s where you need to be familiar with the issues involved in low light
photography, such as high ISO settings, fast versus slow lenses, narrow depths of field, the use of
lower shutter speeds, and techniques for keeping your camera steady. Michael Freeman wrote a
good book about the technical aspects of low light photography.



What if you want to do more than just photograph the artwork in as accurate a way as possible?
What if you want to add your own creative interpretation to it, maybe even “make it your own?”

Different Camera Angles, Distances, and Lens

We all know that if you shoot something at different camera angles, at different distances, and
with different lens, you’re going to get very different visual effects. This is especially true of
sculptures. If you shoot a statue with a wide angle lens from very near the very bottom of the
piece, the resulting photo will reveal the statue as tall, grand, powerful, and tapering off into the
ceiling – even if the artist intended the work to appear quite different. If you use a wide aperture,
your depth of field will be narrow, resulting in part of the statue staying in focus while other
parts blur out and perhaps even become unrecognizable – a visual effect the artist probably
never anticipated. You can shoot from a distance capturing the whole piece or move in for a
close-up of a detail, which highlights it as well as takes it out of context, possibly changing it’s
meaning. If you get in very close, you might take the detail so out of context that its shapes,
colors, and textures become your own abstract photograph. Even the artist may not recognize it!
Such close-up images, as well as intentionally blurry shots of artwork, might also come in handy
as texture layers for the post-processing of other photos.

Art Interacts with Art

People who mount exhibitions know what they’re doing. They place art in strategic locations
relative to each other in order to create themes, provide a specific flow to the exhibit experience,
and allow different pieces to interact with each other. If you study how the artwork is installed,
you might discover and capture what the designers intended. You might even be able to create
interesting compositions that arrange the pieces in ways the designers did not anticipate. For
example, use an opening in one work of art to aim through and frame a shot of another work.
Experiment with camera angles to place two or more pieces near each other in conceptually,
emotionally, or visually interesting arrangements. Pay attention to the distances as well as the
qualities of the negative space between the works of art - like the shape, colors, and textures of
that space. You might even fuse two or more works of art together in unusual ways by using
camera angles that overlap them. Employ wide apertures to make distant blurry pieces interact
with pieces that are closer to you and in focus – or vice versa. All of these techniques can
dramatically change the feeling and meaning of artwork.

Art Interacts with Environment

The people who mount exhibits also pay close attention to how artwork interacts with the colors
and architectural features of the building. Apply the same ideas about art interacting with art.
Study how the pieces are placed in the room. Discover and photograph what the museum people
might have intended. Using different camera angles and aperture settings, find interesting new
ways to make the works of art interact with archways, windows, the floor, the ceiling, walls,
doors, and lights. Use arches and doorways to frame a shot. Use walls for leading lines. Make use
of how the lighting system and window sunlight illuminate different pieces. Explore ways to get
art interacting with art as well as the various features of the environment. All of these techniques
can significantly alter the emotion and meaning of artwork.



Museums can be interesting and often quite beautiful places onto themselves. In addition to
taking shots of how art interacts with architecture, take photos of the architecture itself, as well
as people within the context of the building.

People Interacting with Art

It’s fascinating to see how people examine art. What feelings and ideas does it arouse in their
minds? Can you see the reaction on their faces or in their body language? How do groups and
crowds of people behave in the museum? Try to capture that interaction between art and
people’s reactions to it. This will be more tricky than the other types of shots described
previously, because you might not get a second chance.

Similar to street photography, you will be challenged to capture the “decisive moment” when the
visual and psychological features of the scene briefly come together in a meaningful resonance.
In some cases you might see a remarkable similarity between the person and the artwork –
something that might account for the person’s interest in that piece. You might also ask people
to pose for shots near specific pieces of art, allowing them to strike a posture and facial
expression that represents their reaction to it - or ask them to pose in some other interesting way
relative to the art.

For example, you might ask them to interact with a statue, or to position themselves so that they
appear to be inside a painting. If you want to get into the act, ask someone to take a shot of you
as you relate to the art.

Reflections and Shadows

Almost all museums have lots of lights and glass. That means you’ll see lots of interesting
shadows, in the case of statues, for example, as well as reflections from display cases and glass
covering artwork. You may have to train yourself to see these shadows and reflections. Use them
in your photography.

For example, take a shot of a particular piece of art interacting with its own shadow, with the
shadow of other pieces, or of only the shadows interacting with each other. Shoot through glass
cases to capture artwork on the other side of the case. That piece might appear distorted in an
interesting way, or perhaps it appears in an interesting juxtaposition with the art inside the glass
case and with the line and corners of the case.

Capture other people or yourself in glass reflections, which places them or you inside the artwork
protected by that glass. Use the reflection to capture you or other people near artwork in other
parts the room. In some cases you might even be able to capture all three: you and/or other
people in the reflection, the art behind the glass, and reflections of other art in the exhibit.

These kinds of reflection shots result in photos containing multiple layers of space and
dimensions, which can be quite fascinating, complex, and symbolic, if done with care. For all
these kinds of shots you might want to experiment with manual focus on your camera to see
what combination of clear and blurry areas look best.



Blur and Camera Movement

When lighting conditions inside museums are not optimal for photography, you’ll have to use
wide aperture settings, which results in a more narrow depth of field that requires a precise
locking of focus on the target of the shot, as well as low shutter speeds, which means you’ll have
to contend with camera shake and motion blur.

To minimize blurry photos, you can use a variety of techniques to steady the camera – like
assuming a stable stance, locking your arms against your body, holding your breath while
pressing the shutter, leaning against a wall, or resting your arms or the camera itself on some
horizontal surface. However, don’t lean against any statues or display cases. The security people
will not be happy about that!

Keep in mind that blur isn’t necessarily bad. In fact, experiment with slow shutter speeds as well
as with what some people call “intentional camera movement” (ICM). Pan the camera in one
direction, swing it gently back and forth, create arcs and spinning motions. Some of the resulting
images will look like a mess, but a few of them might be quite interesting. Smooth streaks of
colors and forms can create beautiful ethereal textures that suggest things moving and blending
together. That effect could come in handy for inventing your own unique interpretation of the art
and how visitors relate to it.

Interactive Exhibits

There’s nothing more exciting than an exhibit that specifically inspires viewers to become part
the artwork, while also encouraging photographers to capture this participation of the viewers in
the creation of art.

An excellent example of this is Michelangelo Pistoletto’s exhibit of paintings of people on
mirrors, with large portions of the mirrors being empty, where you can see your and other
visitor’s reflections alongside the painted people.

I had a hard time pulling myself away from the seemingly endless variety of possibilities at his
exhibit: photos of viewers inside the mirrors alongside the painted people; photos of people
looking into the mirrors where the shot shows them, their reflection, and the painted people;
photos of my reflection next to the painted people, taking shots of other viewers inside the
mirrors; photos of double reflections in which one mirror painting reflects another mirror
painting across the room, with viewers, including myself, looking into and being part of the
paintings. It was a photographic wonderland of mind-boggling possibilities for exploring
dimensions of space, the relationship of people to and in art, and for using Pistoletto’s ingenious
exhibit as a springboard for creating my own unique photos.

As with the more conventional shots of people looking at art, such interactive exhibits challenge
you to find those brief “decisive moments” when all the elements of the scene – the viewers, the
painted people, the reflections in the mirrors, and you – come together in a beautiful resonance
of composition and meaning.



Post-Processing

Last, but certainly not least, you can make another person’s artwork “your own” by post-
processing a shot of it in an image editing program, like Photoshop. Here the only limitation is
your imagination and skills at post-processing. You can simply enhance the natural colors and
shapes of the art, or go for more dramatic results, like drastically altering colors; distorting
shapes; converting to intense or subtle black-and-white images; adding noise, blur, and other
filter effects; inserting yourself and other people into the artwork; placing an image of one work
of art inside another to create an “art embedded within art” effect; creating diptychs, triptychs,
collages, and double-exposure images using various shots of artwork from that artist, other
artists, or any image at all. If you want to put your artistic and technical skills to the test, process
a photo of a museum room so that it mimics the style of the art in the room – for example, an
impressionist rendering of a room containing paintings by Monet.

The sky’s the limit in these “meta-art” possibilities.

Skeptics might say that it’s wrong to manipulate someone else’s art in ways the artist did not
intend, perhaps to the point of it becoming unrecognizable, even to the artist. Isn’t it plagiarism,
stealing, or artistically sacrilegious? Are you turning a masterpiece into something mundane, or
just plain wrecking it? While we might agree with this criticism, to a point, we all also know that
artists often use other artists' works as an inspirational springboard for their own. We all also
know that imitation is a sincere form of flattery.

Titles and Descriptions

Especially in online photosharing groups, people like to create titles and write descriptions for
their pictures. Because text interacts with images in all sorts of fascinating ways, the words you
choose to accompany a photograph of artwork can expand, modify, or dramatically alter a
viewer’s interpretation of that piece. You might create your own text, or use well-known poems
and quotes to blend the ideas of different creative people. Although some people might object to
you infusing your particular choice of words and meanings into the artwork, is it really any
different than talking with other people about your reaction to art, which is what most artists
hope for anyway?

Some Cautions

No matter what approach you take to museum shoots - even when you’re trying to photograph
artwork as close as possible to the experience the artist intended - the photo will still be your
interpretation, taken from a camera angle and processed with tones and colors that you choose.

Whenever possible, give credit to the artist. When I take lots of shots in a museum, I sometimes
forget whom the artists were. One solution is to look it up online afterwards. While at the
museum you might jot down notes, or, even easier, you can take shots of the descriptions that
accompany artwork, so you’ll have a record of the artist as well as what knowledgeable people
had to say about it. In fact, that information might provide ideas that you can apply to the post-
processing of the shot.



One danger of museum photo shoots is that you might spend so much time and effort looking for
a good shot that you don’t really look at the art! That’s a big mistake. Be sure to put down your
camera for a while. Really take in the art around you. In addition to simply enjoying the beauty
of what you see, you might very well discover new ideas that can inspire your photography,
including the photography you’re doing right then and there in the museum. The art might even
affect your work on an unconscious level, in ways you hadn’t anticipated.

Keep in mind that we don't find art only in museums. We see it everywhere - in people's homes,
stores, parks, plazas, on the street, and in office buildings, assuming the owners of the office
building appreciate art! People often create these spaces with the same care that designers install
museum exhibits. All of the ideas discussed above can be applied to photography in these
settings.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
TWO IN ONEFind interesting ways to get works of art to interact with each other. Discover the ideas the designers of the exhibit had in mind. Also see if you can find viewpoints that they might not have considered. We tend to think in terms of looking at art from a standing position, but don't let that mental set limits your experimenting with other points of view. Investigate different ways to juxtapose, join, overlap, and integrate the artwork. Try looking:downbetween into along through under over next tofrom insidefrom outside from below from above from the other side…and any combinations. How might these camera angles add your own creative interpretation to the synthesis of these art works?



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
UP CLOSE AND PERSONALIf you move in for a close-up photo of art, you'll see things you didn't from a distance.Not just details of things depicted, but alsobrush strokes,textures, blendings of colors, interwoven parts. Think of this process as reversing the most basic Gestalt principle about perception: you're leaving the whole that is different  than the sum of its parts, and entering into those individual parts. At some extreme point of zooming in, your resulting shot might not look anything like the original whole work of art. It becomes an abstraction. Keep in mind that you're most likely disassembling the original composition of the artist. Do so with care, ideally with your own idea for creating a different kind of composition.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
OBSERVING OBSERVERS OF ARTSometimes the people at the show become an important part of the show. Notice the different ways people approach, examine, and exit from a work of art. What kinds of people are drawn to a particular piece? How do they interact with other people, if at all? Sometimes you'll notice striking parallels or contrasts between the work of art and the appearance of the person looking at it (the color and style of clothes, body posture, hair, body type). For this photo, I saw the curls of my daughter's hair as echoes of the vine-like shapes in the wall sculpture.
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Typewritten Text
JOY IN REPETITIONThe repetition of the perfectly aligned photos in this museum caughtmy eye. In Photoshop, I inverted the photo I had taken, then placed it inside an image of a film strip, giving it the appearance of a negative. I like how the repeating boxes of the film strip echo the rows of photos at the museum. The line of photos also angle outward towards the plane of the film strip, as if the negative of the photos and the photos themselves have become united. Here again we have that idea of images within an image.
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REFLECTIONSReflections in glass and other shiny surfaces threaten our attempts to get a clear shot of artwork behind it. Why not turn lemons into lemonade? Introduce glare and reflections as part of the art. You might have to stand close and move around in order to find an interesting camera angle. If you are hoping to include people in the reflection shot, you might be standing there for a while until a good composition appears. Other visitors at the museum might wonder why you're spending so much time standing so close with your camera aimed into the art, but don't let that bother you. We photographers sometimes do strange things in order to get a shot.
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Typewritten Text
GLASS FRAMES AND DISTORTIONSIn this photo I created a triangular composition using the sculpture in the foreground glass case, the woman in the background painting, and a person attending the exhibit. I wanted the different segments of the glass case to serve as boundaries between different kinds of art, as well as between art and observer of art, resulting in a boxes within boxes effect, magnified even more by the choice of a square crop. The distortions created by the glass case, and the way its top edge hides the face of the woman in the painting, creates a somewhat eeriefeeling, as if this attempt at compartmentalizing art and people doesn't feel quite right.
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Typewritten Text
GETTING INTO ARTIt's fun to ask your companions to pose in ways that makes it appear as if they are part of the artwork. Photographed from a skewed angle while striking a staged pose, my other daughter seems to drawing on the power of this abstract painting to hypnotize us. While you might take these kinds of photos just for the fun of it, also compose subjects in subtle, unselfconscious, and beautiful ways. Try to immerse people into the art so that their presences adds to the meaning and emotion of the piece.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
ART INSIDE ARTSimilar to the idea of boxes within boxes, this image involves frames within frames. The original work ofart is the painting of the man and woman. I inserted the photo I had taken of the painting, which included the ceiling lights of the museum, inside the 90 degree rotated frame of the painting. By doing this I was aattemptingto create the impression of a photo hanging in a museum - a photo that captures the experience of viewing a painting in the same museum. We are looking at an image of an image of the couple looking at each other... Might we also be inside an image? Is there a photo or painting of us? Might someone be looking at image of us looking at the image of the image of couple looking at each other? This visual play on an infinite regression of "looking" is reinforced by the window in the background of the painting, which looks out onto yet another space in the distance that we can't fully see.
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GOING WITH THE FLOWTry panning, spinning, and swirling your camera. Experiment with different shutter speeds. The dreamy, translucent, and fluid qualities of the resulting photo might turn out quite dramatic. In this photo I like how the panning action creates the feeling of people and art gliding along together.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
DANCING WITH SHADOWSThe shadows of sculptures can be as fascinating as the sculptures themselves. In this image, both the sculpture and its shadow appear in a rule of thirds position, giving them equal status as points of attention. By offsetting the black background, I wanted to activate that negative space as a way to draw attention to the concept of shadows having a unique substance of their own



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*With thanks to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, the Vassar College Art Museum, the Michener Museum,
the UCLA DESMA Art Musuem, the Getty Center, and the Los Angeles Country Musuem of Art

 Image shaping (post-processing) 
 Body language in photography
 Camera angles
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Typewritten Text
THE IDEAL INTERACTIVE EXHIBIT	There’s nothing more exciting than an exhibit that specifically inspires viewers to become part the artwork, while also encouraging photographers to capture this participation of the viewers in the creation of art. An excellent example of this is Michelangelo Pistoletto’s exhibit of paintings of people on mirrors, with large portions of the mirrors being empty, where you can see your and other visitor’s reflections alongside the painted people. 	I had a hard time pulling myself away from the seemingly endless variety of shots: photos of viewers inside the mirrors alongside the painted people; photos of people looking into the mirrors where the photo shows them, their reflection, and the painted people; photos of my reflection next to the painted people, taking photos of other viewers inside the mirrors; photos of double reflections in which one mirror painting reflects another mirror painting across the room, with viewers, including myself, looking into and being part of the paintings. 	It was a photographic wonderland of mind-boggling possibilities for exploring dimensions of space, the relationship of people to and in art, and for using Pistoletto’s ingenious exhibit as a spring-board for creating my own unique photos. As with the more conventional shots of people looking at art, such interactive exhibits challenge you to find those brief “decisive moments” when all the elements of the scene – the viewers, the painted people, the reflections in the mirrors, and you – come together in a beautiful resonance of composition and meaning.



 



Drive-by Photography
 

In our modern world what could possess more archetypal resonance than drive-by photography?
Jack Kerouac inspired the counterculture idealization of capturing scenes on the road, but the
adventure and inspiration of experiencing the wonders during a journey through the world has
served as a metaphor for life throughout human history.

Drive-by photography is unique in several ways. It gives you something fun to do on long car,
bus, and train rides. Distant trips provide a wide variety of interesting scenes to shoot. Drive-by
photography also offers views not possible elsewhere, especially the experience of entering,
passing through, leaving, and being on the periphery of a city or landscape – or in areas that are
otherwise too dangerous to get to, like roads through mountains or along cliffs.

Unlike most types of photography, you are moving. In stop-and-go driving, you oscillate between
stillness and motion. Drive-by photography magnifies one’s realization of the flow of life, the
transient nature of all things, and the human desire to preserve a precious moment in it. 

 



 

Drive-bys as Meditation

Successful drive-by photos require the contemplative “mindfulness” that I describe in another
article in this book. It’s a free-floating attention without thinking, analyzing, or expecting
anything in particular. Although you might use a tiny bit of anticipation – i.e., sensing an
interesting shot is about to arrive – don’t get caught up in those expectations. They could very
well let you down because the shot that arrives might turn out very different than what you
foresaw. The way the scene looks coming down the road at you often is not the same view once
you’re in range to shoot. The subjects and compositions of the scene that you see through your
camera pointed out the car window are constantly and often rapidly changing. Contemplative
drive-by photography involves a meditative awareness in which you simply notice and shoot,
notice and shoot. The more experience you have in creating good compositions, the more likely
that skill will come to you spontaneously as you spot something interesting and intuitively
capture it.

You will be tempted to look in the LCD display to see how a shot came out. That might be OK if
you’re stopped at a light or stuck in standstill traffic, where you’re sure there’s nothing
interesting to photograph. Otherwise, if you do look at the LCD screen while you’re still moving,
you could very well miss a wonderful scene that passed you by without your even noticing it.
LCD screens do offer a valuable opportunity to review and improve your shots, which includes
drive-by photography - but it’s also a uniquely freeing experience to notice and shoot, notice and
shoot, without second-guessing yourself. Take each moment as it comes without dwelling on the
past. Also accept the fact that even if you’re fully immersed in that contemplative process of
noticing and shooting without the burden of thinking, some good shots will still pass you by.
Maybe the scene sped by too fast for your reflexes; maybe your attention lapsed for a brief
moment; maybe you were distracted by the radio or talking with someone in the car.

I want to emphasize something important related to that last point about talking to someone
with you in the car. There should always be someone with you, because the first rule of drive-by
photography is this: do not do it while you’re driving! Too many people break this rule. Some get
great shots. But no great drive-by photograph is worth your or someone else’s life!

A Drive-by, or Not?

There are two basic categories of drive-by photos: those that look like drive-bys, and those that
do not.

If you want to minimize the impression that the shot was taken from a moving vehicle, try to
eliminate any visual hint of being in a car, train, or bus, and of being on a road or train tracks.
Try to avoid motion blur by using fast shutter speeds (how fast will depend on how quickly your
vehicle is moving). Although motion blur can be created as an interesting visual effect even when
you’re standing still, as in panning the camera or applying a Photoshop motion blur filter, watch
out for the obvious signs of real drive-by blur – for example, when the foreground is blurry but
the background is not. If you’re in a speedy vehicle, the foreground will be moving faster than
the background, which means the foreground is more susceptible to blur. When people don’t
realize your photo is a drive-by, take some pride in your successfully disguising that fact. It’s not
always easy to do.

 



 

However, as I mentioned at the beginning of this article, a unique aspect of drive-by
photography is that sensation of movement, speed, travel, and the adventure of being on the
road. In some cases you might want to emphasize that idea rather than hide it. Experiment with
different shutter speeds to get various degrees of motion blur; include parts of the vehicle to
create leading lines into the scene you are shooting; use the frames around windows to create a
frame for the photo; shoot into the rear or side view mirrors; take photos of the road ahead of or
behind you, other moving cars, traffic lights, road signs, bridges, and other scenes that could
only be shot while on the road.

Fellow Travelers

One interesting genre within drive-by photography involves photos of people in other cars. How
are they reacting to the path they've taken? Might that say something about how they travel
through their lives? A person’s choice of car almost always reflects something about their
personality and lifestyle. A well-timed drive-by shot might capture these ideas. As fascinating as
these images can be, it’s important to consider the issue of privacy. Are people inside their car in
a public or a private space? By taking a shot of them, are you violating their rights? I’m not sure
how to answer these questions, which is why I prefer shots of other drivers in which you can’t
make out their identity too clearly. I also eliminate or alter license plate numbers.

Windows: Pros and Cons

How dirty are the windows in your car, bus, or train? You can’t clean the glass on public
transportation, at least not without puzzled officials intervening, but that might be a good idea
for a car in which you plan on doing some drive-by photography. If you notice a grimy
windshield after you’ve already started your journey, it’s fairly easy to wash it, as long as your
cleaner fluid tank is filled. For passenger windows, you can open them, if the wind and weather
permit. You could also stop, get out, and clean the windows, if you have adequate cleaning
supplies and it’s safe to stop. Most likely, however, you won’t want to bother with that chore,
unless you’re really serious about taking drive-by shots that are as hygienic as possible.

So why not embrace the spots and smears on your windows? Use them as textures for the photo.
You might have to switch to manual focus to determine how much of the grime versus the
outside scene you want to emphasize. Sometimes the resulting shot can be quite interesting,
especially if you have a predilection for the “grunge” look.

Front and back seats in a car both have their pros and cons. If you’re the front passenger, you
have your window as well as the windshield for shooting. Windshields have a nice wide field of
view of what’s coming at you. It’s also possible to shoot past the driver through his or her
window, but those are tricky, both in capturing a well-composed photo and by the fact that you
could very well distract the driver. Shooting out the rear window will obviously be easier from
the backseat, although those kinds of shots, in my experience, tend not to be as interesting - in
part because your field of view is restricted; you have to turn around awkwardly to take the shot;
and where you’ve been is not as exciting as where you’re going in the “on the road” philosophy.
In the back seat, you can shoot what’s outside your window, as well as what’s happening in the
front seat, including a somewhat limited view out the windshield. In the front seat, you can take
photos of people in the back, including a somewhat limited view out their window.



Windows create glare and reflections. If you position your camera correctly you might be able to
minimize or eliminate them. Or, similar to dirty glass, embrace the glare and reflections.
Incorporate them into the composition in interesting ways, if you can. Some on-the-road shots of
setting and rising suns, or of light bouncing off vehicles, can produce quite spectacular effects. 

Subjects Along the Way

Other than themes about motion, travel, and being-on-the road, there really is no one subject
matter for drive-by photography. Metaphorically speaking, the road that is life is filled with all
sorts of experiences. If you’re traveling through the countryside, follow what you know about
landscape photography. You can get some dramatic land, sky, clouds, and sunset or sunrise
shots. If you’re driving through a city, think “street photography.” All of the same principles
about good landscape and street photography will apply, although you might have to adapt some
of them to the fact that you’re moving, maybe fast. 

Coming to a Stop

If you’re stopped at a light or at a standstill in bumper-to-bumper traffic, is that really “drive-by”
photography? True, you don’t have the sensation of motion affecting your photos, but you
probably still have the chance to capture images of being on the road. You might also take that
opportunity to review the shots you did take.

Beware, however! Don’t assume that just because you’re at a standstill, there’s nothing to shoot.
You might miss something interesting happening outside the car if you’re staring at the LCD
screen, especially if you’re at a light in a city. There will be all sorts of activity around you. Even
if it seems like a totally boring intersection, or you’re catatonically staring at the monotonous
mass of cars surrounding you in bumper-to-bumper traffic, look carefully. Maybe there is
something interesting to shoot, but you just don’t see it. This is a type of “one spot shot” that I
discuss in another article here in Photographic Psychology. Boring intersections and
monotonous traffic jams might hold many interesting secrets. They also part of the travel
experience. A photo of something boring, tedious, or monotonous doesns't have to be boring,
tedious, or monotonous.

Inside the Vehicle

Then there are shots of people and things inside the car, train, or bus - whether you take them
while moving or stopped. Again, these photos might not be true drive-by shots, but they can
capture interesting aspects of being on the road. That chaotic pile of empty fast food containers
on the back seat; the driver steering with one finger; your companions slumped over in sleep,
looking excited, bored, or scared – all such things reveal an important moment in the journey.
It’s a special treat when you capture a shot in which the person and the scene outside the
window interact with each other in interesting ways – for example, your nerve-wracked driver
trying to navigate frantic city traffic, or the child sleeping in the back seat as nighttime scenery
rolls by.



 

Applying Time-Honored Techniques

Some traditional ideas about taking photographs are especially useful for drive-by images. As I
mentioned earlier, experiment with high shutter speeds to effectively freeze scenery as it rolls
past you, and lower shutter speeds for enhanced motion blur effects. Rapid bursts of shots will
maximize the likelihood that you’ll capture at least one good image of a scene that speeds by.
Remember that a well-cropped shot can turn a seemingly mundane scene into a perfectly
composed, remarkable photo. For example, if most of the photo isn’t good, crop to the part that
is. Finally, skillful post-processing can transform even the crappiest shot into something quite
amazing, whereas diptychs, triptychs, collages, and other types of composite photos can integrate
two or more dull shots into a masterpiece: the whole is often greater than the sum of its parts.
Because drive-by photography is all about a journey and the experiences along the way, it lends
itself readily to the variety of traditional techniques for combining images.

The Need for Speed

In drive-by photography you’re moving, but much of the scenery around you is not. This unique
situation plays some interesting tricks on perception. If you look at a shot that is obviously a
drive-by because the image shows clear motion blur in the scene, your conscious logical mind
knows that the photographer is in motion while the scenery is not. Yet another part of your mind
can’t help but perceive the scenery as moving too, because the unconscious, automated processes
of perception interpret linear blur as movement. Here a delightful ambiguity between motion
and stillness emerges. The scene is still and also moving. The photographer is moving and also
still in his or her seat. In drive-by photography we can play with motion in stillness, and stillness
in motion. This type of photography tells us, as does modern physics, that things move only in
relation to other things. That’s how the universe works. That’s the cosmic on-the-road journey.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
ON THE ROAD AGAINThis sepia and high contrast treatment of a photo taken through the windshield presents a warm, glowing, and nostalgic feeling about traveling. The glare on the window  creates an antique look, as if this might be an old photo. Due to their  expansive, slightly wrapped around shape, windshields  offer some rather effective vista shots, especially when using a wide angle lens. Those photos often will include the road carrying you into that scene - and perhaps towards the distant destination, in this case a symbolically bright sunshine. Photos through the windshield can be the quintessential"on the road" images.



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
DECISIVE MOMENTSIf you're stuck too literally in the mentality of doing "drive-by" photography, you might forget thathen stopped at a light - i.e., when you're actually NOT in the process of driving - there still might be some interesting things to shoot. And you'll have a bit more time to do it than if you were indeed driving-by. I took this photo while stopped at a light. I consider it one of those "decisive moments" when all of the visual elements of the scene - including the embracing couple, the geometry of the lines surrounding them, and the messages displayed on various signs  - all come together in a beautiful resonance. I must admit that I had to crop the original photo in order to get this composition. Henri CaritiBresson would probably gasp at my disdissectingoriginal - but hey, I was in car!  

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
DAMN THIS TRAFFIC JAMBumper to bumper traffic is frustratingly tedious. Don't let that feeling blind you. It's an opportunity to do some photography. Look around. What do you see? Don't assume because you're going slow, or nowhere at all, there's nothing to shoot. Think of this as a type of one-spot-shot photography. If you can't help but feel annoyed at the traffic jam, take a photo that expresses your dilemma. It could feel cathartic. At the very least, doing some photography will help pass the time. 



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
MOTION BLURWhen you shoot out the side window of the vehicle while it's moving fast, you're going to get motion blur, even at high shutter speeds. That's can be a good thing. Why not go with it? Although these blurry images are not everyone's taste, they do appeal to those eyes that enjoy surreal effects, the translucence of blur, and the sensation of things moving and vibrating. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE INVISIBLE VEHICLEIf your windows are fairly clean, your vehicle speed is not too high, and you take care to avoid including the frame of the window in the shot, the resulting photo could look like a landscape taken from the ground. People might not even realize it was a drive-by. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
HUMAN INGENUITYBridges make wonderful subjects for their various geometric shapes, the receding lines, their often massive size, how they interact with the sky and scenery. They are the quintessential representations of human ingenuity and aesthetic design. They also serve as an archetypalymbol of change and transition. Many beautiful photos of bridges taken by car cannot be duplicated when on foot, either because pedestrian traffic is forbidden, or the viewpoint from walkways are very different than from the highway. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mindfulness in Photography 
 Movement in Photographs 
 One Spot Shots

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE NATIVESPeople on and alongside the road can be wonderful subjects. They too are travelers, although moving slower and perhaps locals. Be quick when taking the photo because they as well as you are moving. The opportunity for the shot and the composition change quickly. For this photo I wasn't quite fast enough to capture the bicyclist without his being slightly outside the frame. Subjects on the edge or partially outside the frame look like they're on the move, exiting your frame of reference, an apropos theme for a drive-by photo. I added a gritty, scratched glass texture to enhance the rough, off-the-cuff feeling.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
BIG PICTURE OF THE BIG CITYI took this photo of New York from the highway on the other side of the East River. It doesn't look like it was taken from a car moving fast, but this particular viewpoint of the skyline might not be possible other than from that stretch ofhighway. These kinds of photos work well to express the idea of entering, leaving, or passing by a city.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
FELLOW TRAVELERSIf you're fortunate to have fellow travelers, take photos of them. How are they experiencing this journey? Inside a car, you're close enough for some good portraits. Pay attention to how the light comes through the window. This kindof natural light can be good for photography. Here my daughter naps after an enjoyable but exhausting visit to the city. 



The Golden (Magic) Hour

The sun hasn’t come up yet. It’s dark outside and everyone is asleep. Or, your workday is over.
People are hungry and going home. Do you veer off from what you would typically do in these
situations, like stay in bed or go home for dinner, and instead pick up your camera and head
outdoors?

If you want to seize the opportunity of the Golden Hour, the answer would be YES. 

The Qualities of the Light

Also known as the Magic Hour, the Golden Hour refers to the first and last hour of sunlight –
i.e., the period after sunrise and before sunset. At this time of the day, sunlight infuses the world
with a soft, warm, diffuse, and ethereal golden glow. This effect is due to the fact the sun is low
in the sky, resulting in light rays having to pass a longer distance through the atmosphere. Violet
and blue wavelengths tend to scatter, while the warmer tones endure to reach the surface of the
earth where they enrich the colors of the world.

 



 

By contrast, in the middle of the day, a time
that’s usually more convenient to venture out
for photography, the direct light of the
overhead sun can be overly harsh, creating
deep shadows and bright highlights that fall
outside the dynamic range of the camera. The
resulting underexposed and overexposed
areas of the photograph are less likely to
occur during the less extreme and more
soothing light of the Golden Hour.

That’s the short story. The longer story, as is
often the case in this world of light and color,
is more complex. Some photographers say
that cold blue shadows creep into the
landscape near sunrise, which may be
desirable if you want the shadows to create a
sense of depth, provide an interesting contrast
with warm tones, or help present a graphic
look. Others say that the best light is right
before the sun appears and right after it sets,
which is why serious landscape photographers
are early risers who have their equipment set
up before dawn.

If you can see the sun as a glowing ball near
the horizon in a fairly clear sky, the light,
even though warm, will be low, direct, and raking, which produces long and deep shadows for
some objects (like trees), interesting form in other subjects (like portraits, when the light comes
from the side as opposed to the front or back), and amplified texture for various elements of the
scene (like grass and leaves). On the other hand, if the low sun is hidden by trees or buildings, or
especially when behind clouds, the light will be more diffuse, revealing a subtle range of colors,
tones, and textures, with very few shadows.

If the sun is moving in and out of clouds, or reflecting light off them, the quality of the light can
change dramatically and swiftly. Even a matter of minutes, or seconds, may make a big
difference, which keeps watchful photographers on their toes while also delighting them. Like
the weather in New England, if you don’t like the light during sunrise or sunset, wait a few
minutes.

A variety of other factors will affect the duration of the Golden Hour and the quality of its light.
The steepness and speed of the sun’s movement will vary depending on one’s latitude, altitude,
and the time of year, with the Golden Hour tending to be longer at higher latitudes, lower
altitudes, and during the summer. Reflected light from the buildings and landscape of a
particular location will affect colors and tones. In urban environments sunsets may be more
dramatic than sunrises due to pollutants from daytime activities that collect in the atmosphere -
which aren’t great for one’s health but do provide a reflective layer for vibrant colors.

 



 

So the Golden Hour isn’t always golden in the light it offers. Instead, it’s a golden opportunity to
experience the many variations of light that unfold in a short period of time – patterns of colors,
tones, shadows, and textures that surface briefly in this particular time and place, then
disappear, perhaps forever. What makes a photograph unique is its potential to capture such
fleeting moments of light. This is what makes it the Magic Hour.

The Psychological Qualities of the Golden Hour

So far, I’ve described mostly the visual qualities of the Golden Hour. What about the
psychological reactions to it? When we see a photo taken during sunrise and sunset, what ideas
and emotions does it stir in us?

To answer that question, all we have to do is consider what sunset and sunrise have meant to us
humans over the course of our history. Some would say that buried deep within our collective
unconscious lie ancient memories of returning to the cave - to safety, warmth, and family as the
sun disappears below the horizon. The uncertainty and possible dangers of night approach. After
the darkness, the sun rises once again, bringing the promises and challenges of a new day to live.

That eternal cycle of light and dark created our archeytypic patterns of thinking and feeling
about the Magic Hour. Sunset symbolizes the end of something – of the light, a stage or
condition in one’s life, or the end of life itself. The forms, colors, and textures of the world
blossom one last time in the setting sun before they fade into oblivion. Then it’s the entrance
into darkness, death, ignorance, despair, danger, evil, or the other qualities we associate with the
night. It is the witching hour, the time for monsters, dark practices and rousing spirits.

On the brighter side (reverse pun intended), sunset may mark the return to the soothing safety
of the womb, the revival of mysterious forces, or slipping off into the unconscious dream world.
Sunset is a period of rest, renewal, and self reflection.

Sunrise means the beginning of life. The world starts anew. The birds sing. We return to the light
of day, to reason, knowledge, and righteousness. There is the promise that our goals and ideals
may be fulfilled, that we may be embarking on a new adventure.

In rituals and stories throughout human history, the sun represents health, power, energy, and
joy, while Light serves as a symbol of spiritual well-being and God. At dawn, Muslims pray to
Allah.

Together, sunrise and sunset remind us of the cycles in nature, including human nature and the
lives we play out. The repetition of day and night, one after the other, symbolizes transition,
change, the eternal recurrence of death and rebirth, and the mysterious transcendent force
behind it.

When taking a photograph, might one of these ideas or feelings be motivating you? Do you want
to infuse your image with these meanings? How might the colors, tones, composition, and
subjects in the shot reinforce and complement these symbolisms, or perhaps challenge and
contradict them?



 

Here’s one last interesting but more practical question to consider. If you saw some Golden
Hour shots of scenes you aren’t familiar with, do you think you could tell the difference between
the sunrises and sunsets? If you’re like the news reporters on a local morning TV show that I
watch, who attempt this determination on photos sent in by viewers, you’ll be right about 50% of
the time – which is basically chance. If we photographers train our eyes, we might improve our
accuracy, which would be a very good visual exercise for us. When creating images, we also
might consider the fact that people who view them may not be able to tell the difference between
sunrises and sunsets. With a title for the shot, or an explanation, we can steer them towards the
idea we intended. Or we can let them decide for themselves, using their own imagination,
according to their own needs and expectations as to what sunrise and sunset means to them.
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Serendipity

 

Some people also call it the Happy Accident. 

You may or may not have realized it at the time, but something went wrong when you took the
shot. Maybe the camera settings weren't what you planned, or you accidentally pressed the
shutter button when you weren’t even intending to take a shot, or the flash didn’t’ go off, or
someone bumped into you just as you snapped the photo.

However, when you later see the image, you like it, maybe even love it. Often these images are
unusual and therefore interesting because they break the traditional rules about exposure and
composition.   The lighting, viewpoint, focus, colors, proportions and balance are something
quite different than what you are used to. In fact, by showing us something quirky or radical,
these accidents might reveal the habits, even ruts, we tend to fall into when taking shots. They
suggest other ways to see things.

In this photo I had accidentally set the ISO to 1600. I was intending a normal exposure, but the
background blew out to pure white. In the LCD screen I immediately noticed what I perceived,
at that time, to be a big mistake. Fortunately I didn’t delete the shot. When I later viewed that
image on my computer, I fell in love with it. Soon thereafter I scooped up my camera and
attempted a string of shots with highlight blowout. They all turned out to be duds.



The lessons serendipity teaches us

I learned at least two lessons from this experience. First, don’t completely trust what you see in
the LCD screen. Delete only if you absolutely must or if you are absolutely sure it’s a bad shot,
and even then think twice. Second, a serendipitous image may show us a new direction to take in
our photography, but more learning and practice may be needed to master that route.

We don’t always recognize a happy accident right away. We may automatically and illogically
assume that planned shots are good, while accidents, therefore, are bad. Because they usually fall
outside the boundary of what we customarily consider good photography, we may need time and
more experience to appreciate their strange beauty. We may come across someone else’s
photograph that people are praising, and we think to ourselves, “Wait a minute. I have a shot
like that!”  It’s also a good idea to keep in mind that some serendipitous shots are an acquired
taste. They are mysteriously strange and beautiful, only to some people.

Getting some control over the happy accident

Serendipity doesn’t have to be left
to pure accident or chance. We can
deliberately steer ourselves into a
haphazard stream of shooting,
hoping that magic will occur. How?
Just pick up your camera and shoot.
Anything. Anywhere. Forget about
settings. Scramble your settings.
Don’t look in the viewfinder.  Based
on a purely intuitive hunch, or just
randomly, point the camera and
shoot. And here lies the beauty of
digital photography as opposed to
film. It doesn’t cost you anything. 

During one summer vacation with
friends, I took many carefully composed photos. But during our walk back to our car, I decided
to, literally, shoot from the hip, from over my head, from down by my knees, randomly, as we
walked briskly back to the parking lot. Even in the LCD screen I could tell that one of those shots
of my friend Don was delightfully fun, deserving of a cartoonish editing. Surprisingly, the image
even look nicely composed according to traditional standards, except for the caveat about
background objects sticking out of the head of the subject. On this occasion the experiment in
happy accidents worked. It doesn’t always. But I almost always learn something from these
experiments.

Letting go

For some people, that kind of purely haphazard shooting may be difficult. It’s a challenge, maybe
even a bit anxiety provoking, to let go of controlling the camera. Sometimes it helps to think,
“This is a specific exercise with a purpose that I’ve decided to try.”  It’s similar to how tidy people
often like to have a junk drawer where they store all their miscellaneous stuff.



 

The experiment doesn’t have to be completely free-wheeling. Smaller forays into free style
shooting – like randomly varying just the shutter speed, or spinning the camera a bit – may
work too.

In one of his books, Freeman Patterson recommends an exercise in which you shoot while
running as fast as you can towards a parked car. It’s worth trying. No doubt there are an infinite
variety of other serendipity exercises, perhaps safer for you and your camera. The only limit is
one’s imagination.
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Media Transitions in Photography

Photography is changing rapidly. New
equipment, software, and online resources
pop up before our eyes every day. What is
new and exciting now may very well be
humdrum or outdated in a year. We are
forced to keep up. Sooner or later we must
make what I will call “media transitions.”

Here I use the term “media” in a broad
sense. I’m referring to any resource we use
for photography, whether it’s a camera,
image editing software, website, online
group, or anything else that creates a
sophisticated environment into which we
immerse ourselves and ideally master. In a
media transition we move from a familiar
environment to another one that’s new to
us. Sometimes the change might be small, as
in updating from a past version of a
program to the most recent one. Sometimes
the shift is large, as in purchasing an
entirely different camera or image editing
program, or venturing into a complex online
photography community where you’ve never
been before.

In this article I would like to explore the psychology of these media transitions. What motivates
us to try something different? What thoughts, emotions, and behaviors come to play as we move
from the old, familiar environment to a new one? What determines success or failure in making
the change? 

Living in the land of errors

A piano teacher I know once summarized what it was like for him taking lessons as a child: "It
was like I was living in the land of errors." Photography can be like that too. After all, do you ever
go one day without something - big or small - going wrong with your equipment, software, or
how you used them? Maybe the error is a failure to communicate between you and the machine.
Maybe something goes wrong because you haven’t figured out how the machine works. Perhaps
the machine is not making itself clear about what to do. Or you’re just not paying attention.
Sometimes the responsibility for the problem rests definitively on the shoulders of the machine.
It’s design or instructions are inadequate. Things just don’t work as well as they could.



So how do we react to living in the land of errors? Here are some possibilities:

- We get annoyed with and blame the tool, like it's some kind of stupid person or unruly child.

- We get annoyed with and blame ourselves, perhaps thinking that we are inadequate to the
challenge, or just plain dumb.

- We devote some time to trying to solve the problem, then give up if we can't.

- We work around the problem, perhaps in a way that's less efficient, maybe even forgetting that
there was a problem (a kind of denial).

- We call tech support.

- We refuse to accept errors and compulsively try to make our tools "perfect.”

- To avoid more errors, we don't try something new.

In this list, we see some of the psychological factors that motivate us to avoid or make a media
transition. On the one hand, you may choose the path of work-around solutions, which
sometimes gives “character” to the machine as your quirky but familiar companion. You’re the
only one who knows its unique pattern of flaws and how to navigate around them. On the other
hand, living in the land of errors can become too frustrating. It may even threaten your ability to
do photography well, or as well as you’d like. A change is necessary, sometimes a big change.

MTM: Media Transition Motivation    
                                           
"Motivation" comes from the Latin "motus," meaning "to move." Something moves us from our
old photography environments into new ones. Something internal pushes us into trying out new
equipment and software despite any trepidations that might stand in the way. What creates that
motivation? As we just discovered, malfunctions incite that desire to move on, but there are
other possibilities as well.  Let’s take a closer look at some of these reasons why we undertake
media transitions:

Necessity: It's the mother of invention as well as media transitions. Our familiar programs,
workspaces, tools, and onlinbe environments feel a bit tired and outdated. They don't work as
well as they used to, or we become painfully aware of how we could be doing a lot more than
what the status quo allows us.

In this age of information and enhanced communication, if others are gathering resources and
sharing in ways that we can't, we may find ourselves woefully behind the curve and out of the
loop. If you’re camera can’t focus any where as fast as the new ones, or your antiquated version
of Photoshop doesn’t include layers, you feel very motivated to upgrade. Sometimes you just
have to move up.



Pride: Being behind the curve is not exactly a prestigious position, especially for those who
consider themselves sophisticated digital photographers. Maintaining one's self-esteem requires
that push into the next new thing that everyone is talking about, or perhaps even beyond them
and into the leading edge of the curve. You might not a professional photographer, but the
newest and highest level camera will help you feel like one.
Competition: Not far from pride is the need to be at least one step ahead of the others. Bigger,
faster, more powerful, unique. The shine of those winning medals can be irresistible, especially
in a culture that idealizes both technology and competition.

Mastery: Even setting aside the pride that might accompany one's accomplishments, people
sometimes push forward into a new photography challenges simply because it's a challenge. The
competitive perks may be irrelevant. It's the sense of mastering a new area of photography that
motivates you.

Perfectionism: Some of us might expect or hope that our machines will be flawless, that
because we have control over them we can create a place where everything is just right. But as we
all know, nothing is perfect. Perhaps our photography tools are doing us a favor by reminding us
that we always will be living in a land of errors, no matter how many media transitions we make.
The alternative is a kind of compulsive perfectionism in which a person never feels satisfied. In a
restless pursuit of the utopian workstation, the person continually upgrades to new equipment
and programs because in their minds “new” means “better.” The grass always seems greener on
that newer and supposedly bigger and better side.

Adventure: Some people shy away from the unknown, while others seek it out. There are
sensation-seekers who repel down cliffs and jump from airplanes. They are the people who want
to go where no one has gone before. It's a photography rush and a pioneering spirit. 

The Carrot: At the end of the struggle, there's a specific reward. Your own blog. A new type of
image that you could never create before. Psychologists call it a "reinforcement." People will
work long and hard for a big reinforcement, though usually there are small ones along the way,
especially those step-by-step moments when you feel you’ve mastered a new skill.

Magic and delight: You can spot photography geeks by their wide-eyed wonder when they see
something they haven’t seen before. Humans have a primeval fascination for anything that looks
like magic. When we see cameras, software, and online environments doing something
marvelously new, or that we hadn’t believed possible, we can’t help but feel delight. We want to
participate in and understand that magic. We want to go there.

This list of motivations can be organized according to Maslow's famous hierarchy of needs. At
the bottom, we have those basic needs to resolve the practical problems of everyday photography
work, which means we have to communicate in order to acquire resources. At intermediate
levels, we establish social bonds, share experiences, and feel like we belong to the world of
photography. At the highest levels, as we pass through stages of mastery and self-esteem, we
enter new photography environments as a way to self-actualize, to creatively express ourselves...
and figure out who we are.
 



MTA: Media Transition Anxiety     
      
Given all these factors that contribute to
Media Transition Motivation, we would expect
that photographers continually and without
hesitation move from one piece of equipment,
computer program, or online environment to
another. This, however, is not the case.
Another force counterbalances that motivation
to change, a force that slows down or even
stops a transition dead in its tracks.

I’ll call that force “media transition anxiety.” It
is any fear, big or small, about making any
change, big or small, to a new photography
environment.

The magnitude of that anxiety will vary
depending on one’s personality, as well as the
magnitude and type of change required. Some
people might even cover up this anxiety with
rationalizations in order to convince
themselves that their photography lifestyle is
fine as is. Here are some factors that might
contribute to MTA:

Burn out: When making a media transition, we must devote time and energy to adapting to the
new environment. If the learning curve is optimum, we experience the change as exciting.
Beyond that optimum level the experience becomes stressful.  We’re trying to take on too much.
Although many people in western culture pride themselves on their busy lifestyle and
multitasking abilities, technology changes so fast that it is impossible to keep up with every new
invention. It’s impossible even to keep up with the things you want to keep up with. There are a
limited number of changes one can make. Trying to tackle too many media transitions, or ones
that are just too demanding, creates cognitive overload and burnout. It’s like trying to catch
several rabbits at the same time, or trying to climb Mount Everest.  Sensing this impending
overload, people avoid making a change. Just the thought of adding yet another computer task
can stimulate Media Transition Anxiety.

Fear of incompetence and failure:  Media transitions pose challenges at which we might
not succeed. No one likes to feel like a failure. No one likes to feel foolish or stupid. When
moving to new media, we become a rather incompetent novice again, a newbie, which is hard for
some people, especially in social environments where the person is concerned about his/her
reputation. People may wish to remain in an old environment that they have mastered rather
than transition to a new one where they lose those feelings of prestige and mastery. Some
computer-savvy people, who take pride in their skills, might find the newbie role especially
difficult to handle emotionally.



 

Fear of the unknown: A big transition requires entering an environment that is totally new
and unfamiliar to the person. Humans often respond with anxiety to the unknown. You don’t
know where you are. You don’t know what to do. You can’t figure things out. The resulting
anxiety might be especially intense in new online social environments where you will interact
with other photographers. In addition to the anxiety of figuring out how the software works, one
must also figure out how the social system works and how to behave appropriately within it.
Culture shock is not uncommon. In your old and familiar social milieu, you are used to a certain
style of presenting yourself. Moving to a new environment requires reestablishing your social
identity and renegotiating how you wish to be seen by others. What do you want to reveal or not
reveal? Those decisions and that process can be anxiety-inducing, especially when others don’t
react to you the way you wish or the way to which you are accustomed.

Fear of rejection: It’s possible that some people in an in-person or online photography group
will rebuff you when you first appear. Or they ignore you, which is a particularly insidious type
of rejection. Sensing this possibility – especially for people who are sensitive to rejection – a
person might avoid joining a new photography group.

Ignorance: That’s a strong term, but in some cases simple ignorance does prevent us from
trying something new. We just don't understand what we're missing out on. We don't get it. That
may be a lack of imagination and curiosity on our part, or we just don't want to understand, in
which case we're probably suffering from unconscious MTA and one or more of the issues listed
above. No matter how simple or useful the new equipment or program might be, we avoid it
simply because we don’t understand it, don’t think we’ll understand it, or don’t want to
understand it. Content with what we already have, we avoid trying anything new just because it’s
new and different. Some old school photographers even harbor irrational anxiety about the
computer simply because it’s a “computer” – that complex machine which only smart or
misguided people use. Clinging to their old beliefs, they insist that only film photography is real
photography, or that post-processing is only for people who don’t know how to take a good shot.
Of course, this is ignorance. 

Fear of problems: Unfortunately, media transitions do not always proceed smoothly. If you
upgrade in order to solve a problem in your previous environment, sometimes that problem is
solved, sometimes not, and sometimes new, even bigger problems surface. Trying to make things
a little better can make things a lot worse. The philosophy “If it ain’t broke don’t fix it” has some
validity. If you’re working on a deadline, you may not want to take the risk of sabotaging your
progress by trying out something entirely new.

There also is the fear – sometimes irrational, but not always – that if you try new software, or a
new computer, a catastrophe might ensue. Your computer will crash and burn. You could lose
files. You could lose everything. Our trepidations about the machine going awry boils down to
two fundamental anxieties. First, there is separation anxiety: the anxiety about being
disconnected from your photography work and your fellow photographers. Then there’s anxiety
about loss: the loss of precious work as well as the self-esteem, self-confidence, and personal
identity that we associate with it. 



MMS: Media Mental Set  
 
In psychology "mental set" refers to a fixed
pattern of thinking that fails to take into
consideration new information or perspectives.
For example, the early astronomers tried to
calculate the precise movement of planets
based on their assumption that all heavenly
bodies revolved around the earth. They were
caught in a mental set that led to strange
conclusions about the shape of planetary orbits
because they failed to see the truth: all the
planets revolve around the sun.

Extending that concept, I'm proposing the idea
of Media Mental Set - i.e., how people's
thinking can get stuck within a particular
shooting, post-processing, or communication
environment.. They approach photography
strictly in terms of that particular
environment, while failing to see alternative
experiences and solutions. Their thinking gets
mentally stuck within that media.

For example, a person gets so used to thinking of a computer as a tool for storing, editing, and
printing images that he fails to see its power as a way to share photography with other people.
Or a person is so invested in expensive digital SLRs that she completely overlooks the
advantages offered by portable, communication-empowered camera phones. 

Sometimes the “ignorance” factor I mentioned earlier contributes to MMS. People can’t or just
don’t want to understand the new technology. It’s seems too different, irrelevant, or difficult.
They think it’s not as good as what they’re used to. They don’t know what to make of it. The new
media challenges the underlying assumptions that they have totally taken for granted. This was
the challenged faced by some film photographers who could not or would not adapt to digital
photography when it arrived on the scene.

MMS is determined by attitudes and personality style, and not simply by limitations in
intellectual or critical thinking abilities. It's interesting how even some intelligent people who are
quite knowledgeable can still get locked into a mental set about the type of media they prefer.
They tend to idealize it. Their self-esteem and identity is invested in it. They harbor nostalgic
feelings and memories about it. They feel the need to protect those feelings, memories, and
identity, which can lead to an intellectual defense of their media that can sometimes look like
fierce territorial behavior. They might also be experiencing some media transition anxiety.

Media mental set can become a norm for a whole group of people. The group shapes its identity
around that media and their collective mental set about it. Have you ever seen an online
photography group devoted to a particular type of photography who absolutely insist that what
they are doing is “real” photography, while everything else falls short of their standards? 



Sometimes we convince ourselves that we are happy where we are. We believe we don’t really
need to try anything new. It’s not worth the time and effort. We think our photography lifestyle
is going fine right now, so why change. 

Psychologists would point to such defensive thinking as examples of “rationalizations.” Or they
might be attempts to manage cognitive dissonance. Many people might find it contradictory and
illogical to say, “This new thing is wonderful and I’m not doing it.” Instead, in order to maintain
what appears to be a reasonable concordance in their beliefs, they find fault with the new thing
they are unable our unwilling to try, for whatever reason.

Avoid pathologizing Media Mental Set. As Piaget clearly demonstrated, there is a natural human
tendency to see things in terms of what we already know according to the familiar cognitive
templates that make our lives predictable and manageable. We tend to overlook or minimize
unfamiliar things. Ideally, we learn how to balance our familiar and useful mental maps with the
ability to challenge and modify them according to alternative ways of thinking.

Suggestions for Making Media Transitions

We go through an adaptation period when entering new media. That adaptation period will be
longer and more challenging when making a transition to a very different environment. New
social environments may pose challenges. Here are some suggestions.

Investigate: Keep an open mind about new cameras, software, hardware, and photography
resources. Read and talk about it with experienced users before trying it out yourself.

Minimize cost, maximize benefit: Big changes are more risky than small changes, especially
in times of crisis. If there’s no particular stresses that are already sucking up your time and
energy, a big transition might be worth a try.

Expect a learning curve: Even when making small changes, there will be things to learn.
Read the FAQs and manual. Talk to people. You may need to develop new perceptual, motor,
and problem-solving skills when working in the new medium. If it’s a social environment where
you’ve never been before, you might even need to develop different interpersonal skills. In a new
online photography group, you must master the software first before you can tune in to the
people and norms of the group.

Accept confusion: In the period of adapting to new media, it’s quite normal to feel confused
and frustrated. Don’t assume you will be able to figure everything out quickly. Investigate menus.
Click on some buttons. Take baby-steps. Something might confuse you today, but you very well
might figure it out tomorrow. If you understand quickly everything about the new environment,
then it’s probably not a very comprehensive environment. Also accept the fact that no program
or piece of equipment is perfect. Even excellent media have some design flaws. Sometimes your
confusion and frustration is justified.

Be aware of mental sets: Your mental set from using familiar media might prevent you from
clearly seeing the resources in new ones. Don’t automatically assume that the software,
equipment, or group can’t do what you want it to. Avoid thinking “This is different and that
makes it no good!”



Observe, then participate: In a new photography group, observe how people behave before
you jump in to participate. First to understand their norms and culture. What is considered
acceptable and unacceptable behavior? 

Embrace the newbie role: It’s OK to be a newbie. Ask for help. Don’t pretend to possess
knowledge that you don’t have. Listen to people who are familiar with the media. If it’s a social
setting where old-timers aren’t interested in helping a newbie – or especially if they are
unwelcoming to newbies - then it might not be a place where you want to stay.

Decide if it’s for you, or not: Different types of media in photography abound. Some are
perfect for you, some aren’t. Everyone has his or her own unique set of cognitive, perceptual,
and social skills. Everyone has unique interests. Decide when it’s a good idea to stretch your
skills and interests into new territory, and when a certain environment simply does not match
your skills or interests.
 

Understanding the Behaviors of Tech Support  

Dealing with tech support is an unavoidable part of a photographer’s lifestyle, especially when
making media transitions. In the list of suggestions above, we should include: “Accept the fact
that you won’t be able to solve some problems on your own. You might have to call tech
support.” To minimize the unpleasant aspects of doing so, it helps to understand some of the
ways tech support people behave. As helpers, they face challenges similar in many respects to the
psychotherapist. Here are some of the challenges I have noticed:

Dealing with emotional people: People who call tech support often are frustrated, confused,
overwhelmed, and sometimes desperate and angry. They might even show transference reactions
to the tech support person - emotional reactions that stemming from other relationships in their
lives. Some tech supporters are patient in the face of these emotions. Others lose their
composure. They respond with impatience or poorly suppressed anger. They might be struggling
with their own life stress and personality problems.

Assessing the client's knowledge: If you're going to help a person with a problem, it's a
good idea to get a sense of how much the person knows about it. Some tech support people catch
on quickly to the fact that the client is savvy. They are willing to work together in solving the
problem. Others seem oblivious to the client's knowledge. They continue talking in a rather
pedantic way, even when the client tries to prove that he/she is not a total newbie.

The tech talk ratio: Once the client's knowledge level is assessed, the tech supporter should,
ideally, talk at a level of technical sophistication that matches the level of the client, or maybe
slightly surpasses it, which gives the client an opportunity to learn something new. So a 1:1 or
slightly higher ratio of expert-to-client technical discourse is good. A low ratio means talking to
clients in overly simplistic terms, as if they are stupid or children. No adult likes to be treated
like that. A high ratio means talking over the person's head, which may impress some people,
but few people like that either. They may feel overwhelmed and inadequate, or that they should
just give up in tackling a media transition that seems too complex. 



Rote responding: I'm sure tech support people deal with many of the same issues over and
over again, so there's a tendency to fall into rote patterns of responding to clients. Their
instructions and speech patterns become robotic. Unfortunately, there's a danger that they might
be thinking in a mental set and not actually hearing what the client is saying, They hear and
respond to what they expect the person to be saying. 

Showing optimism and enthusiasm: People with problems like to know that there's a light
at the end of the tunnel. A good tech supporter shows some optimism. It doesn't happen often,
but once in a while the support person gets excited talking about computers, usually in response
to a question they find interesting, or in reaction to a client who seems to understand something
about photography software and equipment. Photographers who are frustrated and disappointed
with their media usually want to regain the enthusiasm that they might have lost.

Speculation: One tech support person told me that "I'm not supposed to speculate." I guess
they don't want to mislead people. And yet, they often seem to speculate about the cause of a
problem. That could be a good thing, as long as the client doesn't get confused or makes bad
decisions based on the speculation.

Acknowledging one's limitations: We might want to idealize tech support staff, hoping and
praying that they have the solution to our problem. But let's face it: no one knows everything
about photography. Perhaps in some cases the tech supporter needs to appear like the
omniscience healer of all ailments, but most of the time it's probably better to admit when they
don't know something - that when they have to put you on hold it's because they're consulting
their supervisor or documentation. When I asked one worker at Apple exactly what "file
permissions" were, he replied honestly, "You're asking something that goes over my head"... and
then he proceeded to describe to me what he did know about the topic, which went over my
head. I appreciated and respected him for that.
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Image Shaping 

("post-processing" or "editing")

With the invention of photography came a
debate: is a photograph an accurate record
of some real event, or is it an artistic
interpretation? Now that photography is
almost 200 years old, most people will
agree that it can be both. Some of the
controversies about manipulating an
image – which some people call "editing"
or “post-processing” - have been intense,
especially in photojournalism where the
professional’s job is capturing reality as
accurately as possible. 

Is it fake, or even deception?

Faking images can ruin your career, as it
almost did to Arthur Rothstein, a
documentary photographer for the Farm
Security Administration during the
American Dust Bowl era, who was accused
of fraud because he moved a steer skull he
found on a parched South Dakota pasture
ten feet in order to compose a shot.

Fortunately, we photographers who aren’t
photojournalists don’t have to worry
about such controversies. We’re not going to cut and paste a Supreme Court Justice into a shot
of a Pro-Life Rally, unless we do it as a joke. But we will experience more subtle manifestations
of that century old debate, especially when we work in those gray areas between realism and
artistic interpretation. How much should I enhance the color of her eyes, or that sunset? If I
remove that telephone pole coming out of Aunt Martha’s head, why not also take that nasty
looking mole off her cheek, or at least minimize how the side-lighting makes it look like Mount
Everest.

Criticisms of such actions sometimes stem from a prejudice against image editing computer
programs. Some would say it’s fake manipulation, not real photography.  Some photography
contests won’t permit such post-processing. If the purpose of the contest is to test your skill in
handling the camera, that’s one thing. But sometimes the restrictions are based on rather
misguided or outdated notions of what “real” photography is.



 

The critics seem to forget that Ansel Adams spent hours in the darkroom fine-tuning his
exposures. Or that digital cameras create a jpeg by running the raw data from the sensor through
a proprietary algorithm of color, tonal, and sharpness adjustments. Technically speaking, isn’t
that post-processing too?

Let's also not forget that black-and-white photography holds the award for the most traditional
form of photography. Even many contemporary digital photographers convert their color shots
to black-and-white. But that's not the way the world actually looks. Almost everyone sees it in
color. So isn't black-and-white photography therefore a "manipulation" that fails to portray the
world accurately?

A photo always "creates" reality

The truth of the matter is that there is no one reality to capture in an image. Photographers
select a reality by shooting this particular scene, and not that one. They shape that reality by
using different cameras, lens, filters, film, aperture and shutter speed settings, dark room and
Photoshop techniques. Even the hardcore, objective photojournalist might wonder whether to
kneel down to shoot that military leader, in order to enhance his size and prominence, or shoot
him from above to make him look short. He might even add some high contrast versus soft focus
post-processing to maximize either of those intentions.

Did you ever notice how people can appear very different depending on the light, the colors
around them, the angle from which you are viewing them, and very subtle changes in their body
language and facial expressions? Which is the “real” person? Which do you want to capture in a
photograph, and what photographic tools and techniques, including post-processing, will help
you do that? Worrying about whether your effort involves too much “manipulation” will not help
you answer these questions. 

Getting used to different realities

The eye adapts. What it considers normal or manipulated depends on what it’s used to. Work on
a manipulated image long enough and it starts to look rather normal. If you look at a lot of
surrealistic images and then switch to a realistic one, it will appear a little odd, maybe even
unnaturally dull and lifeless.

You might even find that after doing a great deal of post-processing on an image, people react to
it as if it is a "regular" photograph right out of the camera. Of course they can't see any
distracting or extraneous elements that you might have removed, but they also may not
recognize how much effort you put into tuning the tones, colors, sharpness, and depth of field.
Try not to think of it as a lack of appreciation for your work. Instead, consider it a compliment.
You succeeded in manipulating a shot while maintaining the perception of photo-realism.

In this media rich age of ours, when we are bombarded by highly processed images every where
we look, most of are are getting quite used to all sorts of image manipulations. Along the wide
spectrum of ways to manipulate an image, when does our perception of "real photograph"
change to "maniuplated photograph." That zone of transition is blurry indeed..



 

The real issue: What do you want to say?

In the final analysis, we have no choice but to manipulate an image in some way, shape, or form,
either inside the camera or out – the distinction is quite arbitrary. So if you like the
manipulation, if it expresses something you want to say, if it serves that artistic construction of
reality that we call “composition” – then ignore the critics and do it. Think of it instead as
"shaping" an image.
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Shooting Clones 

Also known as “multiplicity” shots, images involving clones can be comical, intriguing, and even
disturbing. As highly self-aware creatures, we humans are fascinated by mirrors and reflections
of ourselves, by the idea of having a twin, alter ego, doppleganger, and multiple personalities. 

The Many You's

The multiplicity shot is a visual representation of the fact that the psyche is not a homogeneously
unified entity. The human personality is made up of various parts that sometimes cooperate with
each other, and sometimes not. Clone images capture the various ways these different elements
of the psyche might interact - what some psychologists call “intrapsychic dynamics.” For
example:

- The hidden, unconscious, or dissociated parts of ourselves that operate behind the scenes or
behind our backs, without our even being aware of their existence

- The unconscious self that suddenly and unexpected appears, much to our surprise, delight, or
shock

 



 

- The self that we wish for or fear to be

- The contradictions, divisions, or opposites within our psyche

- The “evil” or aggressive qualities within, that we usually suppress

- The parts of ourselves that are in conflict with each other, that oppose, thwart or resist each
other

- The unknown part of our psyche that acts as a trickster who creates unpredictability in our lives

- The inner wise self that wants to help us, perhaps even the “God within”

- The ability for self acceptance, self love, or narcissism

- Inner confusion and chaos created by ambitions, feelings, and thoughts that are at odds with
each other

- The inner parts of our psyche that cooperate with each other, work in unison or in parallel with
each other, perhaps aware or unaware of each other’s presence

- The self that is simply aware of itself, perhaps with judgment, or, in a spiritual fashion, without
any judgment or evaluation

Capturing the Me's, or not

I intended this photo to playfully represent the idea of trying to capture the many possible me's.
The busyness of the scene, with everyone looking in various directions with different body
language and cameras, expresses the busyness within our psyches, as well as the complexity of
trying to capture all the selves inside us. This image also suggests that it might not be possible to
pinpoint all those selves. As the invisible me taking the photo of all the other me's suggests, we
can become aware of our various selves, but how do we become aware of the self that is aware of
those selves? As playful as this image might seem, it also points to some perplexing philosophical
questions about the nature of self-awareness.

 

Tips on making the image realistic

Multiplicity images tend to be more convincing and intriguing when the clones visibly
demonstrate this awareness of and interaction with each other. Otherwise the clones appear as
unrelated, somewhat uninteresting duplications of each other. Body language and line of sight
can suggest a tangible relationship among them, although direct eye-to-eye contact can be
difficult to simulate. Humans are exquisitely sensitive to the eyes, so if the eye connection among
clones is off, even just a little, the viewer will notice and feel that the simulation is false. The
most convincing clones are those that overlap, touch, or engage each other physically, although
this effect requires careful planning in the shooting of the photos and skillful editing of the
composite image.



 

One strategy for creating multiplicity images is rather straightforward. Set the camera on a
steady surface, preferably a tripod, and shoot the same scene several times over, each time with
the subject in a different pose within that scene and in the spot where you want that subject to
appear within the final composite image. In a photo editing program, choose one of the shots as
a background, then copy just the subjects from the other shots and paste them into their position
in the background photo. The tricky part will be the editing of the edges around the clones so
that they blend convincingly into the background photo. Also pay close attention to the shadows
cast by the clones. Inconsistent or missing shadows will result in an unrealistic final image.
Scenes with even or diffuse, steady light will usually result in fewer complications. Poor edge
editing, changing light sources, and problematic shadows will produce anomalous clones that
look like they were just pasted into the scene, or viewers will sense that the image just doesn't
seem convincing even though they can't verbalize why.

In the image at the top of this page, which clones appear least realistic as natives of that shot,
and why? Can you guess which one wasn’t cut and pasted?
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Instant Images? 

A representative from a publisher came to my office to ask if I was interested in any new
textbooks for my classes. He noticed the photographs on my wall, and mentioned that he also
likes photography. We got into a little discussion about it, during which I mentioned my interest
in Photohop. He admitted that he didn’t know much about it.

Looking at me out of the corner on his eye, with just a hint of sarcasm, he said, “It’s great that
you can just click a button and turn something into a great photograph.”

I didn’t correct him, but his statement did reflect an attitude that is quite common among people
who don’t understand Photoshop or other image editing programs. As if there is some magic
button you click to transform, with ease, any photograph into a marvelous work of art.

That misconception causes some people to look down on Photoshop users as taking the easy way
out, relying on a computer to do the work for them, or somehow being lazy or unskilled at “real”
photography. In fact, some people hold that attitude about computers in general: if you produce
something with a computer, it must have been easy to do, requiring little skill on your part.

 



 

Of course there are all sorts of filters and presets that can with one click radically transform an
image, sometimes with eye-catching results. However, you do have to know what kinds of images
work well with a particular photo effect. In some cases the results are rather unimpressive, or
just plain bad. Even when the processed image looks good, people who know about image editing
will quickly spot a standard photo effect. They may not be impressed, but that shouldn’t stop you
from using them when you like the results.

Savvy Photoshop users are quite impressed by an image processed with a unique combination of
effects and fine-tuned by hand. These images look unique in ways that cannot be duplicated by a
one-button click. It takes quite a bit of knowledge and skill to create them. Even in the age of
beautiful and sophisticated images created by AI, the human must know how to use this
impressive tool creatively and to adjust the results when necessary.

Some photographers, even some good ones, may think such skills are an inferior substitute to
those required for handling a camera to take a good shot. They are mistaken. Their opinion may
reflect that bias against computers. In fact, learning how to process a photo in an image editing
program can train the eye to work with tones and colors much like an artist painting on a
canvas, in ways that are not possible when shooting with a camera.

 

 Image Shaping 
 Breaking Rules 
 Artistic Voice 

 



Artistic Voice

With millions of photographers and billions of images online, how do you develop a unique
style? How do you find your own voice?

Your subject matter and technique
Two factors come into play. First is your subject matter. What themes, issues, ideas, and
emotions do you portray in your images? Then there’s your technique. What camera, lens, filters,
lighting, viewpoints, composition, and image editing strategies do you use to shape your images?

But is it possible to be really different?
Despite the complexity of just these two variables, some people would say that it’s almost
impossible to be truly unique. There are just too many images and only a limited number of
styles and subjects to go around. No matter what image you create, look around long enough and
you’ll find many other images very similar to it. If you want to be truly different, you’ll have to
work quite hard at finding your unique voice. Maybe you have to be a genuine genius.

You can't help but be unique.
Some might say the exact opposite. You can’t help but be unique, even if you’re an amateur who
has no desire to be an artist. Every human has a unique personality and life.  One’s photography
always reflects one’s personality and life. Therefore, one’s photography is always unique. It’s that
simple. If you want to get concrete about it, everyone’s voice sounds different. So too everyone’s
photography looks different.



It's about your vision and how your express it
Maybe the truth is somewhere between these two viewpoints. For those striving to find their
artistic voice in photography, the challenge isn’t about doing something that no one else has
done. The challenge is to figure out who you are, what’s important to you, and to master the
techniques that help you express it.

Some will and some won't like your style
Some people will like your style because it’s similar to or different than theirs. Other people
won’t like your style because it’s similar to or different than theirs. Some people will and some
people won’t like it when you do something that’s different than your usual style.  That’s just how
human relationships work, not just in photography, but in life. Hopefully these sorts of things
help rather than hinder you in finding your voice.
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Head Transplants 

In digital photography, transplanting a
head from an individual onto the body of
another human (or animal) can lead to
fun, fascinating, and sometimes quite
powerful results. Of course such digital
operations move us beyond realistic
photography and into the realm of fiction
and fantasy. 

For Humor

Why would someone want to do such a
transplant? In many cases it’s a visual
joke to play on a friend or a famous
person. Like putting the head of your
buddy or the president onto Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s body. In other cases, as
in contrived political images, a serious
visual statement is being made, even if
the image is humorous. 

As a comment on personality

That visual statement is usually about the character of the person whose head is being
transplanted. You might use the new body as a way to amplify and exaggerate some aspect of the
individual’s personality, as in placing a patriotic person’s head onto Uncle Sam.

Or, in a perhaps playful, ironic, or sarcastic fashion, you propose a reversal of some aspect of the
individual’s personality by joining the head to someone who seems to be the exact opposite, like
attaching grandma’s face onto a skate-boarder flying high above the pavement, or placing a
conservative celebrity onto a hippie.

Some psychological theories state that the human psyche embodies polarities. Beneath
personality traits that appear on the surface, you’ll find underlying, perhaps unconscious traits
that are the exact opposite. A very passive person, for example, might harbor hidden aggression.

For this reason, the new body might be a way to point out some latent, undeveloped, idealized,
or wished-for characteristic of the person. The new body alone might express these intentions, or
in some cases it’s the environment around the new body that conveys the message. 

 



 

Deliberate Deception

Unfortunately, head transplants could be used for the purpose of deliberate deception – as an
attempt to alter a person’s public image or reputation by placing that person's head on a
particular body or in a particular situation. Celebrities could be given more lovely figures.
Careers could be wrecked by putting people in a context that ruins their social standing. By
developing a trained eye for some of the visual cues that I’ll mention in a moment, such fakes
can be detected. 

Practical Applications

I should also mention that head transplants might be used to solve some practical problems in
photography, without any intention to deceive, generate humor, or comment on someone’s
personality. For example, you might have two shots of a person: one in which the composition is
perfect but the subject’s facial expression isn’t optimal, and a second in which the composition is
flawed but the facial expression is perfect. So why not transplant the “good” head into the shot
with the good composition? Or, if you have several shots of a group of people, but there’s no one
shot where all the facial expressions look right, take the shot with the most number of good
heads, and transplant into it the optimal heads from the other shots. As I'll explain in a minute,
these kinds of transplants, using photos of the same scene, are usually easier to pull off.

 

A few tips on how to do it...

Here in Photographic Psychology I don’t delve deeply into the specifics of image processing
techniques. However, here I can offer a few basic suggestions. Head transplants do entail some
skill in pulling the effect off successfully so that it looks realistic, rather than like an obvious
mismatched combination – although botched transplants can be very comical, if that’s the
intended effect.

Creating a realistic transplant involves two sets of skills: a trained eye that can detect why the
head and body don’t seem to go together, and some image processing techniques to correct the
discrepancies. 

– Choosing the images: If the head and body come from the same image or similar shots of
the same scene, the task will be easier than if the components come from different images or
scenes. That's because the lighting on both head and body is probably the same.

When using different images, pick ones that are as compatible as possible in terms of shadows,
contrast, sharpness, and color. If the components are mismatched on those dimensions, you can
use an image editing program to make their visual qualities more compatible. You can try
matching colors when the images are still separate (as in using the Photoshop “match color”
feature), but often it’s best to transplant the head first, and then adjust it to match the body.
Sometimes you might adjust both the head and the body to bring them closer together in their
visual qualities. 



 

– Color: Photoshop and other image editing programs are quite good at altering color, so that
part of the process of matching head to body will be a bit easier. In Photohop, try using
combinations of the features for color balance, hue/saturation, levels, and curves. If you know
how to work with layers and empty adjustment layers, that will come in very handy to fine-tune
your work. 

– Tonality: Matching tonality (i.e., the range and contrast of brightness levels) will be more
tricky. This is why it’s best to start with two images that are as similar as possible concerning the
direction of the light, how diffuse or contrasty it is, and the pattern of shadows and highlights it
creates. Big mismatches between the head and body image may be impossible to correct.

The techniques are subtle, but try adjusting brightness/contrast, levels, curves, and the high pass
filter to make the head match the body, the body match the head, or a combination of both. Even
if the colors of the head and body blend perfectly, a viewer will sense that something is wrong,
often without being able to verbalize why, when the shadows and highlights of the head aren’t
consistent with the body. It just doesn't look natural. 

–Sharpness: Image sharpness is another tricky issue. Again, if the head and body are very
different, you’ll find it difficult to make them match. Usually we want to maintain as much
sharpness as possible, but a last resort measure might mean making either the head or body
MORE blurry to match its partner. 

– Selecting the head: If you noticed, I skipped an important step in these very basic
guidelines. What’s the best way to get the head into the image containing the body? Well, that
means making a selection of the head and copying it into the body image. There are a variety of
ways to make a good, clean selection. In Photoshop, investigate the techniques for using the
various selection tools (e.g., the lasso) - or, if you want to get more sophisticated, look into paths,
color range, and techniques for making selections using contrast channels.

If you’re the patient type, it often works well to simply make a loose selection of the head, copy
and position it onto the body image, and then use the eraser or a layer mask along with the
brush tool to remove the unwanted pixels around the head. Adjust the hardnesss and diameter
of the eraser or brush to create an edge that is consistent with the body outline in terms of its
sharpness. 

– Head position: If you want a realistic transplant rather than a zany caricature, pick a head
you want to transplant that is similar to the real head in its orientation. For example, if you try
to transplant a head that is looking down and/or to the left onto the body of a person who is
looking up and/or straight ahead, you’ll have problems because the body postures are
inconsistent. Also make sure that the camera angles between the two shots are similar. You’ll
have a hard time creating a realistic transplant when one shot is from a high angle and the other
is from a low angle. 

 



 

– Big Heads: When placing the head onto the body, you’ll probably have to resize it up or
down. Sizing up usually creates more problems than sizing down, especially if the change is big,
because the clarity of the image will be affected. Although some people have big heads (we won’t
say who!), there’s a tendency to make the head too big for the body during the transplantation.
That’s probably a perceptual error. We humans focus on faces and heads. Psychologically, they
are important and therefore BIG to us. But in reality, in proportion to the body, they are not as
big as we might believe. If you think the transplanted head needs to be smaller than the actual
head that’s already on the body, you might try using a cloning tool to cover up the actual head
with the background of the image. Also check a shot of the real person to see how the head
compares in size to the body. Use that as a guide in constructing the head-transplanted person.
Some people have small heads, others have big ones. 

– Texture: Differences in textures between the head and body images can be yet another tricky
obstacle. Noise (grain) can be removed to make one image compatible with the other, but at the
sacrifice of image sharpness. Noise can be added to make the body and head images more
similar, as long as a grainy effect works with the image.

Transplant Rejects

Despite your best efforts, some head transplants will be rejected by the body. You just won't be
able to make the illusion look realistic. But the good news is that every time you try this
technique, you will sharpen your skills in noticing and working with tones, colors, and textures.

 The Id
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Categorizing Images 

If you take enough shots, sooner or later you’ll
have to start organizing them. The question
then is: what’s the best way to do it?

Personal Preferences

Of course, there isn’t any one or simple answer.
Whether they are pro, novice, commercial, or
artistic photographers, no two people will
organize their collection the same way.  Most
people will employ at least some of the more
universally accepted ways to group images: by
date, event, person, or subject. They might use
some of the traditional categories in
photography: people and portraits; nature,
landscapes, and flowers; travel, place and
architecture; documentary and
photojournalism; animals; still life; macros and
abstracts… But no two people will use the exact
same groupings, and the more specific
arrangements within these very general
categories will vary widely from person to
person.

People will also differ significantly in their desire and the extent to which they organize their
images. Meticulous photographers might create a very complex archive with all sorts of
hierarchies and subgroups. Compulsive souls might even drive themselves crazy trying to
construct the most efficient, comprehensive, or "perfect" system. At the other extreme, free-
wheeling people might barely organize their images at all, which may feel perfectly OK to them,
although they might have a hard time finding things.

Many ways to slice a pie

As in all classification systems or “taxonomies,” the more things you have, the more categories
you’ll probably need. The process can get quite complex. There are many ways to slice a pie. The
categories you start off with may not work well later on.  And the way you organize images for
your own personal archive may be different than the collections you create for showing your
images to others, as in online photo-sharing. The former usually revolves around the necessity to
keep images organized so you can find them. The latter is more about how you want to present
your vision of your photography to others.



 

Your system says something about you

In either case, though, your taxonomy can reveal a lot about your work. What types of shots do
you specialize in? Why types do you tend to ignore, or maybe even avoid? If you compare your
classification system to those of others, you’ll quickly notice the differences. Your taxonomy
reveals how you think, how you like to remember things, your personality style and life. What
kind of a person focuses on travel, people, or texture shots? What kind of a person dislikes those
types of images? What does it mean if you are broadening or narrowing down the range of
images you create?

The world is a very intricate place. Although we find it reassuring and useful to organize all that
complexity into categories, everything out there rarely fits into our neat little boxes. Things often
fall into the cracks between the boxes. We are forced to create catch-all categories.  Despite our
best efforts, we eventually realize that everything slides along a complex network of overlapping
continuums. When it comes right down to it, our system for ordering the shots we take of this
intricate world say more about us than about some objective truth about the world.

Some would even claim that creativity is all about stepping out of those boxes that restrict the
way we think about photography and the world we try to “capture” with it.
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Reversals 

Sometimes we choose to focus on a
particular aspect of photography. “I do
black and white” ... “I take photos of
people”... “I’m into macro.” After all,
photography covers a very broad
territory. People like to carve out their
niche, specialize in a particular type of
photography, and hone their skills in
that area, rather than become a jack-of-
all-trades and master-of-none. They
want to develop their individual style
and establish their unique identity
within the vast territory of people doing
photography. In some cases, people are
purists about sticking to what they do.
They’re sure their type of photography
is the real thing.

We also slip into certain habits without
even realizing it. Maybe you’re always
shooting outdoors, or from a standing
position, or using a high contrast
method of post-processing. Usually
they’re methods that produced good
results in the past, so you keep using
them. If it ain’t broke, then why fix it,
right?

 

Habits limit you

I’d like to suggest that these routine behaviors might limit our skills and visions as
photographers, whether we’ve deliberately chosen these areas of focus, and especially if we’ve
slipped into habitual patterns without even realizing it.

Stated simply, it’s good to try something new. Not many people are going to argue with that
suggestion, unless they’re hardcore purists, stubbornly elitist, narrow-minded, or afraid to try
something different for fear of failing.

The more important issue is this: how do you go about trying something different? 



 

What are your habits and style?

The first step is to identify your habits and style. It will be relatively easy to make a list of the
subjects and methods that you’ve chosen consciously, deliberately. The harder task is
pinpointing your routine behaviors that have developed without your realizing it. You might ask
your colleagues for feedback. They often can see the habitual patterns in your work that you
don’t. If you also look at the photography of other people, you’ll discover subjects and techniques
that are very different than your own. Make a note of how their work is different than yours,
even if you don’t like what you see. 

Do the opposite of what you do

Then you could start experimenting, in whatever way strikes you as interesting. Do something
that’s different than what you typically do. If you’re using other people’s photos as a guide, you’ll
be tempted to emulate the photos that you like. But don’t limit yourself that way. Also try to
recreate the images that you didn’t fancy. 

That last point is important, because it leads to the idea that I’d like to emphasize in this article:
REVERSALS. When you identify a particular way that you’re doing photography, reverse it. If
you always shoot color, try black and white. If you prefer portraits of people, start shooting non-
human subjects. If all your photos maintain horizontal lines, try shooting with diagonal tilts.

You might reverse your shooting techniques, your post-processing methods, or your subject
matter. Reverse one element at a time, or several at a time.

Why do reversals help?

There are interesting psychological as well as philosophical reasons why I’m suggesting reversals
– reasons why it might be a better method than simply experimenting on a whim. Our mind
operates based on polarities. We understand color because we know what black-and-white is. We
recognize sharpness because we've seen blur. If you don't understand and appreciate one, it's
hard to fully understand and appreciate the other.

The dynamic relationship between opposites runs deeper than these mechanisms of perception.
Consciously, we dislike and avoid something, but on an unconscious level, there’s often
something about it that entices us, or that we need, even though we might not think so. If you're
always creating peaceful, soft-focus photos of nature, might there be something about sharp
conflict situations that you need to understand and embrace? If you've always insisted on
shooting black and white, what is it about color that you might be overlooking, that might benefit
you? Eastern philosophies like Taoism, as well as some western psychological thinkers like Carl
Jung, talk about how a healthy personality embraces the interaction and balancing of its internal
opposing forces, like love and hate, strength and submission, happiness and sadness. We become
stagnant, locked up, and limited in how we think, feel, and perceive when we repress one side of
the dynamic polarity. Allowing ourselves to open up to the expression of opposing forces results
in fresh insights and a wider field of view. Dialectical philosophy would describe it as challenging
a premise with a counter-premise in order to arrive a higher truth that synthesizes the best
insights of these opposing views.



 

Tricky reversals

Figuring out a reversal can be a challenging and instructive process unto itself. For example,
what’s the opposite of doing sports photography? Shooting people who are cooperating rather
than competing, or perhaps people who are engaged in some quiet, relaxed, solitary activity?
Often there will be more than one way to create a reversal. Try them all. If you usually use sepia
tones, try different color tints, black-and-white, or full-spectrum color. If you like nature
photography, try shooting buildings, machines, and people. By identifying different ways to
reverse what you usually do, you will be exercising your artistic, technical, and conceptual
muscles by activating the polarities of your photography mind.

Tackling the conceptual reversal will be particularly rewarding in understanding what your
photography means to you. If you specialize in portraits of children, the obvious reversal would
be shots of adults. But consider what “child” means to you. Youth, innocence, play, a need for
love, protection, or nurturance? Reversing those ideas will enrich your understanding of why
and how you do your usual type of photography.

The end result

As a result of your experimentations, you might decide to continue exploring these other styles of
photography. Or you might not necessarily like the photos that emerge from your reversals. In
fact, some people who know your photography won't like them, even if you do, because they
expect certain types of images from you. Try not to let that discourage you from experimenting.
If you do decide to go back to your familiar way of doing things, that’s OK. You nevertheless will
learn from the reversal process. No longer a slave to your old habits, you will expand your range
of seeing, shooting, processing, and understanding. You will find that you’re bringing new
insights and skills that will enrich your old way of doing things. Allowing the polarities of your
photography mind to engage each other will teach you not just about your work, but about
yourself and why you’re a photographer.
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Chiaroscuro

Don’t you just love that word? 

It’s Italian, literally meaning “light/dark.”

In the world of painting it refers to the use of tonal contrasts to create the impression of volume
or form in the lighting of subjects. Some artists use it to describe very dramatic contrasts of
brightness and shadow, as if a single, bright beam of light illuminates the scene, throwing some
things into eye-catching highlights and others into mysterious deep shadows. Actually, the more
official term for that effect is “tenebrism” - which doesn’t, unfortunately, sound as cool as
“chiaroscuro.” 

Our ancient feelings about light versus dark

The chiaroscuro image drives home the archetypal dynamic of darkness and light that has
captivated the human mind throughout our long history. It activates the many meanings we
attach to this dynamic duo: evil and good, earth and heaven, the hidden and the revealed.



 

 

Capturing chiaroscuro during the shot

Photographers also use such dramatic lighting effects. You can create it naturally by using a
single strong light source falling on a subject in an otherwise dark environment. From a side
angle, light the subject against a dark background. You can keep it simple by using a lamp or a
stream of sunlight through the window, which is what I did in the two shots on the right. The
light needs to be fairly bright and the shadows somewhat deep.

Creating chiaroscuro during post-processing

Other photographers create chiaroscuro in the post-processing of an image, as in this beach
scene. If there wasn’t, when the shot was taken, a prominent light falling on the subject, with
broad surrounding areas being dark, you can process the image to look like that, but in a way
that doesn’t look quite natural. The lighting feels more surreal, sometimes even mystical, which
adds to the drama and mystery.

In photographic terms, it’s a low key, high contrast image. Creating such images during post-
processing isn’t too difficult. All you have to remember is “tilt to the left.”

For the beach shot, look in the lower right hand corner to see its histogram, which is a graph
indicating the levels of tones in the image, with darker ones towards the left and brighter ones
towards the right. In this shot you can see that almost all of the tones fall on the dark side of the
graph, with just a barely visible thin line of tones trailing off into the highlights.

Some of the tones shifted to the left actually flatten out against the left side of the histogram,
which means they “clipped” to total black. There are no details in that part of the image, just
black. It’s the deep shadow side of the rocks in the beach scene. Some photographers do their
best to avoid shadow clipping, because they want to preserve subtle details across the whole
range of tones. Think about an Adam Ansel landscape. You won’t see a whole lot of total black
like you do in this chiaroscuro style of photography. You’ll also see many more shades of grey
than you do in chiaroscuro.

The thin line of tones trailing off to the right side of the histogram account for the white shirt of
the subject, the breaking waves, the two boats, and the highlights on the rocks. Some of these
highlights just barely clip to pure white. These areas are the POP of the image. The eye is drawn
to the light.

The overall effect of these dramatic shadows and highlights on this rocky shore is of unusual
sunlight coming from the upper right hand corner, illuminating the beach, making one side of
the rocks sparkle, the man’s white shirt shine, the surf bubble, and the boats pop out against the
waves - with the rest of the scene, mostly the hidden side of the rocks, cast into dark shadows.
The resulting lighting effect doesn’t seem quite natural, because it isn’t. That’s not how the beach
actually looked. It’s a post-processed effect that conveys a more surreal feeling of drama,
mystery, and power in the play of light and dark.

 



 

 

So here’s how you do it. If you don’t already use photo-editing tools for manipulating tones –
like levels, curves, and sliders for altering shadows, midtones, highlights, and tonal ranges in
between – then experiment with them. Keep an eye on that histogram. Start with the sliders for
“shadows,” “fill,” and “blacks.” While you’re keeping an eye on how the histogram changes, move
the sliders back and forth. Try to angle the histogram to the left, into the shadows. Try to keep
that thinner line of tones trailing off to the right, into the highlights. You might need to play with
the sliders for brightness, contrast, and highlights to get the approximate shape of the histogram.
Variations on how the histogram rises and falls in that tilt to the left accounts for the unique
different character of particular image, but keep that overall angle pitched to the left, with a nice
measure of pure black.

Of course, this chiaroscuro effect will only work well with some images – ones in which there are
a few well-lite areas that will then pop as meaningful subjects after the processing, while larger
areas of the image turn into those dark, even totally black shadows.

As always, a variety of other factors make a big difference between a good and a fantastic
chiaroscuro image. From a technical point of view, did the photographer apply other methods to
enhance the image – like masking particular areas to emphasize their darkness or lightness,
selecting enhancing texture, and blur effects to create smoothness and movement (as in
mystically fluid clouds and water, which is a popular effect in chiaroscuro landscapes)?

From a psychological and artistic point of view, do these extra post-processing strategies, along
with subject matter and composition, activate the feelings, memories, and meanings we attach to
the play of dark and light? Do we sense the ancient energy of their opposition and marriage?
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Surreal
Photography

If we let go of the idea that photography realistically portrays reality, we begin exploring a very
different psychological, philosophical, and artistic territory: surreal photography. These types of
photos have been described in a variety of ways: unusual, unreal, idiosyncratic, illogical,
irrational, weird, dream-like, hallucinatory, surprising, startling, disorienting, upsetting,
disturbing, and anarchistic. They tamper with the boundary between reality and fantasy, showing
us things that are impossible in everyday life. They draw on a vivid imagination that leads to
interpretations of the world extending beyond our usual perceptions of it. As suggested by the
Latin root “sur,” it is a reality over, above, and more than our familiar reality.

Surrealism in the art world became popular in the early 1920s as an expression of a
revolutionary philosophy. It aimed to free people from rigid rationality and restrictive habits in
politics, religion, and social behavior. Surrealists, who sometimes allied themselves with radical
political movements, wanted to liberate the mind by unshackling the imagination. If we release
our thoughts from civilized standards, they claimed, we arrive at truths we had never known
before. Unfettered by reason, outside of conventional aesthetic and moral rules, the play of
fantasy arrives at new solutions to the problems of life. The compelling surreal image injects a
shock to one’s psychic system, thereby revealing hidden emotional, psychological, and spiritual
insights. This artistic style sometimes depicted the alienation people felt in the modern world,
while attempting to point the way deep into the psyche to reveal one’s individuality.

In addition to drawing on ideas from Hegel and Marx, surrealism also allied itself with Freud. As
a psychologist, I’d like to focus on this particular partnership. In its heyday during that period of
time, psychoanalytic theory turned our attention to the mysterious world of the unconscious.
Similar to analysts who used free association and dreams to explore this realm, so too artists and
photographers employed them as tools for creating surrealistic images. 



 

 

Primary Process Thinking

To appreciate how the unconscious works, we need to understand the psychoanalytic distinction
between secondary and primary process thinking. Secondary process rests on reason, rationality,
practicality, and logic. It’s the mechanism of the conscious mind. We learn it as we grow up,
through traditional forms of education along with the need to adapt to a social world.

On the other hand, primary process thinking is our inborn, idiosyncratic, and more fundamental
mode of experiencing the world, mostly relegated to the unconscious as we grow into civilized
adult beings. It does continue to surface during our dreams, which is why Freud considered them
to be the “royal road” to the unconscious mind. The characteristics of primary process thinking
are as follows:

- It is primitive and primal

- It entails intense emotions, instincts, and experiences

- It defies reality, dwelling more on illogical, unusual, and bizarre imagery

- It entails distortions and even transcendence of time and space

- It is highly symbolic, richly imagistic, and sensation-oriented

- It relies on unusual associations between ideas and images

- It allows the experience of the physical and psychological self to be stretched, distorted, and
merged with other things and other people 

- It focuses on the experience of the self and one’s internal world

Features of Surreal Images

There are a wide variety of surreal images, ranging from subtle to bizarre. The various
characteristics of primary process thinking listed above contribute to these different types of
surrealistic photography.

In some cases, it is the content of the image that pushes it into the surreal realm. In other cases,
it is the visual style. Sophisticated shooting, compositional, and post-processing techniques can
lead to complex surreal images by incorporating a variety of primary process qualities. The more
elements of primary process present in the image, the more surreal it will be. However, in some
cases a straightforward and simple approach, based on one or two elements of primary process,
might best capture the primitive and intense qualities of this unconscious mode of thinking. 



 

Blur

Unless one has uncorrected bad eyesight, the real world looks relatively clear and focused to the
normal mind. We therefore associate blur with unusual modes of perception, as in fainting,
falling asleep, moving rapidly, and being disoriented, dizzy or drunk. During such altered states
of consciousness, we see the world quite differently. It doesn’t appear solid, stationary, and real
as it usually does. People, objects, and spaces lose their boundaries as they blend into each other.
Reality appears shimmering, liquefied, and translucent. We feel like we’re slipping, flowing, and
gliding in and out of different forms and locations. Time itself becomes fluid as people and
things appear in several places at the same instant, as if we’re looking at different moments
presented to us at the same time. 

Photographers create these surrealistic blur effects using a variety of techniques: by spinning,
shaking, panning, and racking the camera lens; by slowing down shutter speed; by opening
apertures wide to create shallow depth of field and bubbly bokeh; and by all sorts of blur filters
in an image editing program, as in the star-shaped blur effect for the shot of the man with the
colorful backpack. 

Intense sharpness, detail, and contrast

In this age of high definition images, some TVs don’t look real, at least not to me. The intense
sharpness, details, and contrasts push a souped-up reality into our eyeballs. Modern animation
and CGI produce the same effect. It’s as if we have hyper-vision, like an eagle or an extremely
sensitive Star Trek sensor. It’s similar to the intensely sensual “perceptual feast” that people
experience during LSD trips. So too in the post-processing of photographs, we can boost
sharpness, details, and contrasts past the normal range and into surreal territories. In the beach
shot on the right, the stark contrasts surrealistically reinforce the arduous task of the man
pulling his cart.

High dynamic range images (HDR) are another good example. I wouldn’t necessarily describe
such photos as “dream-like” in the usual sense, but they do take us into the rich intensity of
experience that is characteristic of primary process. They defy reality as we know it, catapulting
us into an exaggerated sur-reality. 

Intensified and unusual texture

Increased sharpness, detail, and contrast also heighten texture in a photograph. Here I mention
texture as a separate feature of surreal images due to the unique impact it has on us. Texture
means “touch.” Even just the visual experience of it stimulates tactile sensations on our skin as
well as kinesthetic sensations in our muscles - along with all the feelings we associate with these
sensations. Texture pumped up beyond the normal range of vision can therefore trigger the
primal emotions, instincts, and experiences of the very body-oriented primary process. During
post-processing, we can also add texture overlays to an image, creating such surreal effects as
reptile human skin and canvas skies. In the portrait of the woman, the pebble texture overlay
seems to hide her face from our sight, while also blending into her skin and highlighting our
focus on her eyes.



 

 

Intensified and unusual color

The things of this world have somewhat specific ranges of hue and color saturation. Grass isn’t
purple and human skin isn’t bright orange. That’s just the way reality is. However, in the post-
processing of a photograph, reality poses no restrictions on us.

By magnifying and altering colors, we can expand the scope of emotional and symbolic
expression that colors offer us, as in the unreal but flavorful colors of the four glasses on the
right. Digging deep into primary process, we create a world of hues and color saturation that
reflect our personal subjective reality, rather than the objective one.

Composites and blendings

In photography we can build a composite of images either by multiple exposures, layering
images on top of each other in an image editing program, or shots into reflective surfaces like
water, glass, mirrors, and metal. By doing so we create a surreal distorting and merging of
spaces, scenes, objects, people, and time frames, as in the photo of colorful branches over a lake
reflection of trees, the sky, and a house. We present not just one reality, but several blended into
each other. This is how the unconscious works.

For example, dreams as well as memories of past events often are not an accurate objective
record of something that happened, but rather an unconscious subjective merging of elements
from different memories, what Freud called “screen” memories.”

On the right is a composite image I constructed in Photoshop based on my daughter’s dream
about an imaginary creature with the fur of a hamster, the feathers of a parrot, the head of an
anteater, and the legs of a spider. The image merges not just the visual aspects of these four
animals, but also the qualities we associate with these critters. 

Frozen movement

Both philosophers and scientists tell us that things are always changing. By it’s very nature,
reality embodies flux and transition. Not so in a fast shutter speed photograph. In a very surreal
way, even the most rapid blink-of-an-eye motion can be frozen in time, like the beautifully
complex crown of a droplet falling into water, or a girl with long flowing hair magically
suspended in space as she leaps from her bed. These images amaze us precisely because they
seem surreal. A fleeting instant has been plucked from the high speeds of normal reality and
mounted into eternity, enabling us to enter that timeless realm where we can examine every
minute detail of this otherwise nearly invisible event.

Psychoanalytic theory tells us that primary process thinking does not know time, that a memory
from long ago remains fresh in the unconscious as if it just happened, as if it IS happening. So
too high shutter speed photography surrealistically transcends temporal reality.

 



 

Perceptual distortions and illusions

Cameras can alter reality by how photographers use them, or by how they intrinsically function
in terms of optics. For example, very wide angle lens result in strange distortions of space. Like
Dali’s clock melting onto a tree branch, buildings can be made to surrealistically bend under the
pressure of some unseen force. Similar to the painter Magritte who stuffed a huge apple inside a
small room, photographers can also play on perceptual illusions to make us question the
dimensions of reality. When the feet of a person in the distance rest on the shoulder of a person
in the foreground, that person looks like a human miniature perched atop his companion. In a
style resembling Escher, shots from carefully chosen perspectives can surrealistically confuse us
about what direction is up, down, back, and forward. In some cases the perspective of the scene
might seem physically or logically impossible, as in the dreamlike shot of the two legs jutting
down towards what seems to be a wall or ceiling. 

Strange juxtapositions

Surrealism in the world of art often took the form of placing seemingly unrelated things together
in an illogical or startling way, suggesting some kind of hidden connection between them, as in
Magritte sticking a leafy green apple onto a conservative looking man’s face. According to
surrealistic philosophy, the more dissimilar the combined things seem to be at first glance, the
more emotionally powerful and symbolic the underlying connection between them. Such
relationships created via seemingly random “free association” is exactly how unconscious
primary process thinking works, as evident in the often strange collection of people, things,
scenes, and actions in a dream. “This reminds me of this, which reminds me of that...” 

The same surreal effects can easily be created via photography, either by establishing unusual
juxtapositions during the shoot, which is the preferred method for those who want to remain
true to traditional photography - or by using image editing programs to insert things into an
image for the purpose of creating strangely symbolic combinations. For the image of the clown in
a cemetery, which many people find rather disturbing, the juxtaposition seems bizarre, unless we
consider possible interpretations of combining happy and sad – for example, how people need
humor even and perhaps especially during dire times.

Primitive content

Surreal images sometimes convey primitive emotions, instincts, and behaviors, including scenes
of sexual and/or aggressive content. The basic emotions of anger, fear, disgust, surprise, sadness,
happiness, love, and contempt – as well as variations or unusual combinations of them - appear
as common themes. The blatancy of these images might surprise, shock, disgust, and even
provoke anxiety in viewers. As Freud told us, the part of the unconscious mind called the “libido”
thinks in selfish, uncivilized, and drive-determined ways. 

Only particular people may create or show an appreciation for the more extreme forms of such
primary process images. In other cases these types of surreal images aren’t necessary “primitive,”
but they are nevertheless intense or strange in their depiction of archetypal emotions and
instincts, as in the image of the ram-man on the right. 



 

Adaptive Regression

Ernst Kris’s concept of “regression in service of the ego” – also known as “adaptive regression” –
serves well to explain all types of creativity, and especially surrealism. This concept suggests that
creative works arise from a two-step process: an inspiration stage and an elaboration stage.

During the inspiration stage, a person’s mind temporarily regresses to unconscious primary
process thinking in order to obtain an insight into some artistic (or scientific) issue that the
conventional restraints of the conscious mind cannot resolve. Logic and rationality are
momentarily suspended in search of a novel idea.

This primary process insight might appear in a dream, meditation, and other altered states of
consciousness, or it might surface spontaneously into the normal awake mind after a period of
“subconscious incubation,” when the person is no longer consciously attempting to work on the
artistic issue, or may in fact have given up on getting any new insight.

Even though the conscious mind has let go of the artistic process, the unconscious mind,
operating in the background, continues to explore it and then suddenly serves up the new idea.

Coming from primary process thinking, the insight obtained during the inspiration “AHA!” stage
is often raw and primitive. During the elaboration phase, the artist must figure out, in terms of
technical skill, how to actually create the image. In the case of the photography, a big question is
whether the artist can create the fully realized image during the shoot, in a photo-editing
program, or by combining both.

In addition, the highly subjective, personal, and sometimes bizarre insight from the inspiration
stage might need to be tamed so that it makes sense to other people. Artists must make a
conscious effort to refine the idea in order to incorporate it effectively into their artistic work.

Otherwise, if people are left scratching their heads, if they don’t “get it” or react only neagtively
to the primitive and irrational imagery, the artistic work falls short of communicating anything
meaningful to others.

Here a delicate balance emerges. Viewers might feel a sense of surprise, mystery and excitement
as they search for the meaning of the startling and seemingly unintelligible image; or, if the
photo hasn’t been tamed enough, they might just feel confused, frustrated, outraged, or
indifferent.

This is the danger of surreal photography. Is the photographer a genius, or just some crazy
person showing us an uninterpretable image with no rhythm or reason. Psychotic people, in fact,
do immerse themselves into the world of primary process, but they lack the conscious
elaboration skills to present what they experience in a way that others can understand. They just
don’t make any sane sense.

As Dali once said, "There is only one difference between a madman and me. I am not mad."

 



 

The Personality of the Surrealistic Photographer

Some of the personality traits of creative people reflect this ability to tap primary process during
a regression in service of the ego. These characteristics might be especially important among
photographers and other artists who create surreal images.

They have a thin boundary between different realms of experience, such as work and play, dream
life and waking life, and the conscious and unconscious realms of their minds.

They are open to and enjoy new experiences, including reveries, fantasy, hypnosis, meditation,
and other altered states of conscious, chemically or naturally induced.

Having the ability to “let go,” they do not fear a loss of control, which frees them from conscious
rational restraints in pursuit of primary process insights.

They appreciate play, exploration, mystery, ambiguity, and complexity. As independent thinkers,
they do not feel the need to conform to rules, authority, or even to their own traditions.

They understand the power of “un-knowing” in breaking the rigid mental sets that build
obstacles to new connections and insights.

In cases of people with extreme abilities to immerse themselves into the world of primary
process, they need to develop internal dangers signals to warn them when they are going so far
into the unconscious that they might not be able to return to their normal, rational mind. 

Surreal to Whom?

A problem in defining surreal photography is precisely this question: surreal to whom? For
example, some people claim that surreal photography differs from abstract photography, which
typically involves extreme close-ups that remove things from their overall context and meaning.
I personally find such pictures to be quite surreal in how they tamper with logic, rationality, and
the boundary between the world as we know it and the world of fantasy. Thinking of abstract
photos as glimpses into the strangely minute aspects of reality, we might say that they are “sub-
real” rather than “sur-real,” although the overall effect is the same.

In this modern age when fantastic digital images of many shapes and sizes bombard us all day
long, we have become quite used to illogical, irrational, weird, dream-like, and hallucinatory
scenes – some of us more so than others. Surreal images have lost a bit of their power to
surprise, disorient, and shock us.

For this reason, some photographers (as well as movie directors) feel they must push the
envelope as far as possible in creating bizarre, primitive images – not necessarily to explore new
territory in surrealistic symbolism and meanings, but just to get a reaction from viewers. Such
images may not be illustrating any significant or meaningful idea at all. The photographer
created it just to get a reaction, or just for the rebellious sake of “taking it to the limit” and
beyond.



 

Identifying a surrealistic image rests on an answer to this simple question: could this scene exist
in reality? What’s interesting about these modern times is our acceptance of the idea - as
postulated by philosophers, writers, mystics, and even modern physicists – that what we see out
there in the normal world isn’t necessarily reality, or perhaps there are other realities, other
dimensions of truth.

When we accept lens perspective distortions, digitally manipulated colors, souped-up textures,
visually merged spaces, and strange juxtapositions as meaningful depictions of the world, we
accept unconscious primary process as a valid experience, maybe even as a more compelling
truth than our everyday perceptions. 

Sometime the surreal is more real than the real. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
THE SUBSTANCE OF SHADOWSShadows are the substance of the unconscious mind. They point to hidden and mysterious things. In this image the shadows reveal the forms of people in bold contrast, while also hiding their details in blackness. Surreal imagery often relies on such feelings of paradox, mystery, and ambiguity.  

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
DREAMY BLURWhen blur rules an image, elements of the scene lose their individuality. Their boundaries overlap. They blend into each other, as if reality itself has turned fluid. Dreams often possess this liquidy sensation. Many types of surreal imagery defy the rigid dichotomy between one thing and another. 



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
INTENSIFIED LIGHT AND DARKHard contrast drives home the feeling of starkness, as if things have been stripped down to their essence that exists beyond reality as we know it. The elements of the scene become rich in distinctiveness, texture and emotional intensity. When a scene enters this realm of hyper-realism, it turns surreal. In this beach shot of man dragging a cart acrossthe sand, the high contrast effect creates the feeling of a dramatic mythical story.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
A FUSION OF REALITIESMerging one shot into another often leads to a surreal image, as if separate realities have become embedded into each other to create an intertwined, imaginary world. In this image the enhanced texture, as well as the emotions stirred by the woman's intense stare, add to the mysteriously surreal impression.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
REFLECTED REALITIESSimilar to composited images, reflection shots create the illusion of separate worlds infused into each other. The liquid quality of water reflections adds to the surreal feeling by blurring the elements of the scene into reality-defying shapes. The image feels dream-like. In this shot, my saturating and altering the colors intensifies the overall surreal effect.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
WHEN COLORS DEFYIn our everyday life we become very used to objects possessing certain colored and not others. Any severe violation of that norm creates surrealism. In this shot the rainbows inside the glasses suggest imaginary cupfuls of pure color.
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johnsuler
Typewritten Text
COMPOSITE BEINGSOrdinary objects become surreal when you add puzzling and contradictory elements to them. It takes them out of normal world and into the realm of imaginary hybrid creatures. This composite image that I constructed in Photoshop was based on my daughter’s dream about a creature with the fur of a hamster, the feathers of a parrot, the head of an anteater, and the legs of a spider. The image merges not just the visual aspects of these four animals, but also the qualities we associate with these critters. 

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
DISORIENTATIONWhen we lose our sense of orientation - of where we have been, where we are, and where we are going - we enter a timeless, dimensionless space of surrealism. In this inverted shot of my legs upagainst a wall, up and down become arbitrary directions. The washed out treatment also adds to the feeling of floating without rhyme or reason.

johnsuler
Typewritten Text
WHY THAT THERE?Just as puzzling composites result in surreal looking entities, a puzzling placement of a subject into a scene casts doubts on reason and conventionality. In this surreal space, we must decipher what is happening and why. Might there be a reason why a clown holding a duck in a graveyard is taking a photo of us? The answer to this question is elusive. 



Image Brainstorming

I’ve heard some photographers express annoyance at post-
processing images on their computer. They want to get it over
with so they can go out to do what they love most: shoot.

I have a difficult time relating to that attitude. I love taking
photos, but not any more than I do working on them in post-
processing. For me, shaping images on the computer is as – and
dare I say sometimes even more - creative, exciting, and
important in producing the final image as taking the original
shot.

In this article I’d like to talk about what I’ll call “brainstorming”
in post-processing. It’s a creative exercise in free-form
experimentation with an image, just to see what happens – to
determine if you can come up with some new or interesting
effects for the shots you’re working on. I’ll offer some
suggestions and guidelines, but there’s really no right or wrong
way to do it. Whereas I work almost exclusively within
Photoshop, you might use other programs. Many of my
suggestions will still apply, even though the terms for the
various features of the programs might be different.

The concept of “brainstorming” was originally developed by Alex
Osborn and Sidney Parnes during the 1960s in their Creative
Education Foundation (CEF). They formulated a specific set of
procedures for group problem-solving that has since been used
around the world. Although some aspects of their brainstorming
method is not necessary for the kind of image processing that
I’m describing here (because I’m not talking about group
problem-solving), many principles are still extremely helpful,
including the three basic stages of brainstorming: objective
finding, idea finding, and solution finding.

 

Objective Finding

In this first stage you clarify your goal or objective. I use those
terms “goal” and “objective” loosely, because in fact you might
not even think of your post-processing experimentation in such
a way. You might simply want to explore new creative territories
for your photography without any specific agenda in mind. That,
then, IS your objective: to create something different than what
you’ve done before, whatever that something might be.



 

Of course you do have to start somewhere. At random, you could pick any photo in your
collection to work with. Odds are, though, that you wouldn’t find that option too satisfying. Most
likely there will be some specific image that calls out to you, or perhaps some particular style of
image that you want to create. Once you start thinking about why that is (and the reasons might
be unconscious), you begin that process of objective finding – of discovering what underlying
wish, dissatisfaction, or challenge is motivating you. Identifying the images that are on your
mind, even in the back of your mind, is a good place to start.

In some cases there might be specific facts that you do need to clarify before you begin your
brainstorming– such as who will see the final image, in what type of media you will present it,
and what it might be used for. Sure, you can brainstorm with post-processing in a completely
abandoned way with no rules, desires, or objectives whatsoever, but creativity does thrive when
specific boundaries or limitations are placed on it. Realizing what they might be, or deliberately
establishing them for yourself, is part of this objective finding stage. Again, remember that you
might not even be fully aware of your underlying goal. The motives to create something different
or creative might be unconscious.

The very fact that you want to brainstorm shows that you’re looking for something new. Perhaps
you’ve grown a bit bored or frustrated with your photography. In this objective finding stage, try
to figure out what you want to change and what new type of photograph inspires you. Doing so
will help you find it later in the brainstorming process.

Image Finding

This is the stage that people usually associate with brainstorming. Below are some basic
guidelines. Let’s assume that you’ve picked out one shot to work on.

1. Be free-wheeling without judgment

As the famous psychoanalyst Alfred Bion used to say about psychotherapy, experiment in
Photoshop “without memory, desire, or understanding.” Pretend you don’t remember anything
about what makes a “good” photograph. Act as if you’re not looking for or wanting anything in
particular. Play with buttons, sliders, and curves for color, contrast, brightness, sharpness, blur,
opacity, blending modes, and whatever other features you can find in Photoshop, even if you’ve
never used them before and have no idea what they do. Cycle through presets, filters, and
actions, if you have them. Go for wild, even bizarre results by pushing the manipulation of that
shot to the extreme. Go for subtle effects by making gentle changes. Be fancy, be simple, and
everything in between. Stretch yourself. Take risks.

This is the no-holds-barred, thinking-outside-the box stage of brainstorming. In order for it to
go well, you must avoid criticizing or judging any result. No visual effect that appears on your
screen is “bad.” It’s simply part of your free-associating with image manipulation. Critiquing
visual ideas in this stage of brainstorming will only slow you down and limit your exploration.

You know your free-wheeling in Photoshop is going well when you find it interesting and FUN.
Think of this stage as PLAY, which should always be fun.



 

2. Go for quantity

Generate as many variations on the same image as possible. Later on in the brainstorming
process, you’ll get better results by pairing down a larger set of images than if you generated a
small set which doesn’t suffice in giving you something really good. Of course, when you go for
quantity, don’t push yourself to the point of total exhaustion or boredom. Trust your gut reaction
as to when it’s a good time to stop. 

4. Combine and build on ideas

While you're brainstorming, let your visual ideas interact with each other. Reverse as well as
exaggerate an effect. Connect and combine it with another one. They will interact with each other
in unexpected and sometimes delightful ways.

If you know how to use layers in Photoshop, that’s one way to combine the effects you produce.
Put one image on top of another and blend them together using masks and blending modes. Also
remember the rule about not immediately rejecting anything. Sometimes horrible and bizarre
results lead to good ideas.

7. Record techniques

This free-wheeling stage of brainstorming does pose a problem. You might stumble upon a really
interesting effect, but later on not remember how you did it. To minimize this danger, do
whatever you can to record the techniques that led to the interesting effect. For example, save the
settings as a custom preset, use layers when building on effects, or take notes. A beautiful image
might be special when it’s one-of-a-kind, but you’d probably prefer being able to recreate the
effect whenever you want.

8. Record interesting possibilities

Also keep a record of the images you’re producing. It will be impossible to save every single effect
because you might generate dozens. So you need to do some filtering during this image finding
stage. If you come across any result that looks even remotely interesting, save it. If something
looks really bad no matter how much you experiment with it, move on to other effects.

By the time you’re done with this phase of the brainstorming process, you might have collected
anywhere from 5 to 20 possibilities, depending on how many effects you produced and how
many you decided to save. Exactly how you save these images will depend on your computer
program.

For example, in both Photoshop and its companion Camera Raw program, you can record
“snapshots” at any time during post-processing. I like to do my brainstorming in Camera Raw by
altering an image with the various tone and color sliders, as well as playing with my collection of
presets. If I see anything that looks remotely interesting, I take a snapshot of it. All the snapshots
are stored in one window, where I can later compare them in the “Solution Finding” stage.

 



 

Stage 3: Solution Finding

Once you decide to end the Image Finding Stage, it’s time to narrow down the images to a few
keepers, or maybe just one single image…. or perhaps none at all, which is a perfectly legitimate
outcome because the brainstorming process itself serves as a valuable learning experience.

In this Solution Finding Stage you allow your faculties of critique and evaluation to kick into full
gear. As you browse through the various effects you created, determine which ones look really
good and which ones are so-so. At first you might not be sure, but the more you click through the
different images, comparing them to each other, the more decisive your eye will become in
detecting the gems and the discards. Eliminate one after another, until the list grows shorter and
shorter.

If you get overwhelmed judging all the images, especially when your brainstorming generated
lots of them, try this strategy: compare one image to another and decide which to discard. Then
compare the one you saved to yet another image, and chose one to discard. If you can’t decide
between two images, compare one of them to a third image, and chose one to discard. Keep
going until the list grows shorter and shorter.

Exactly how you decide which images to save or throw away will depend on the goals you
determined in the Objective Finding Stage. For example, were you looking for a new type of
vintage image, something that appears like an actual photograph rather than a graphic effect, or
an image that captures a particular feeling? If you just wanted to brainstorm with no particular
goal in mind, then trust your intuition about what images should be saved. Even if you had a
specific objective, keep your eye out for really intriguing effects that have nothing to do with that
agenda. Sometimes brainstorming leads to solutions that we weren’t, at least consciously,
searching for!

Remember also that the process hasn’t ended yet. Once you’ve narrowed down your effects to
the one or a few images that you’ll save, you will probably need to fine-tune the effects. The
Image Finding Stage produces possibilities, while the Solution Finding Stage narrows them
down to the keepers that need to be refined for the final product.

Breaking rules 
 Image Shaping
 Reversals 

 



Let It Grow: Turning Errors into Seeds
 

In a another article of Photographic Psychology, I talked about serendipity - how an error in
shooting might accidentally lead to an unusual and interesting image.

Here’s another version of that situation. Did you ever work on an image, only to discover,
perhaps quite late in the process, that there was a rather significant flaw that you hadn’t noticed?
Or maybe you noticed that flaw from the start and didn’t quite know how to fix it.

Consider this possibility: Don’t fix it. In fact, let it grow. Maybe it can serve as a seed to help you
shape the image in a new way. Let it be an idea that guides you to a different interpretation of
the image.

For this image of the Department of Agriculture in Washington, I was standing on the sidewalk
right in front of it when I took the photo, so the perspective distortion was intense. In Photoshop
I quickly used the transform tools to fix the problem, then moved on to some other more fun
image shaping techniques. When I was almost finished, I noticed that in my haste I hadn’t done
a good job of fixing the perspective. I couldn’t recall exactly what it was that I had done wrong,
but several of the supposedly solid and stately columns looked quite wavy. I fired up the
transform tools again, but getting the lines straight was turning into a tedious endeavor.



 

Then an idea hit me. Did the lines HAVE to be straight? Why not make them curvy on purpose?
In fact, because this was the Department of Agriculture, giving the building the appearance of
growing itself would be appropriate to the theme. So I gave it a definitive upwards sweep, added
a green photo filter, some budding branches on the columns, some agricultural glimpses into the
inside of the building… and. voila! An alternative, tongue-in-cheek interpretation for the image.

Now this strategy won’t work in all cases, and maybe it doesn’t even work all that well in this
case, but it’s a fun and challenging exercise nevertheless. It can help you transcend the excess
baggage of worrying too much about "correct" photography.

 Serendipity 
 Good and Bad Shots 
 Breaking Rules



The Varieties of Self-Portrait Experiences

 

What could be more intrinsically human than self-portraits? They represent what makes us
unique among all creatures on this planet: our highly developed self-awareness. While other
animals, such as chimpanzees, might at times demonstrate a consciousness of themselves, none
have reached the level where they use tools to capture the process of self-reflection in something
external to themselves so that they can later reflect on that process of self-reflection. At a deep
philosophical and psychological level of analysis, the phenomenon is wondrously introspective,
paradoxical, and even mystical. In this article I’d like to explore these fascinating dimensions of
self-portrait photography.

Let’s start with a simple definition of the term. The Latin roots of “portray” tell us that a self-
portrait is to “draw forth” and “represent” one’s self. When you take your own picture, you are
attempting to extract and depict who you are. You might do this for two basic reasons. To explore
and better understand your self. To express your self to others. In both cases you are doing
something very interesting. You are creating an objective representation of the subjective you.
The self-portrait allows you to see yourself as others might see you. It allows others to see you as
you see yourself or as you wish to been seen. These are all the fancy footsteps of self-awareness
that make us human.

 



 

Of course there might be some very practical reasons why photographers create self-portraits.
They might need the shot for promotional reasons. They might want to expand their range of
skills by attempting this genre of photography. Sometimes people don’t have any models at hand,
or are reluctant to ask someone to serve as one, so they use themselves. If you want to practice
and experiment at creating portraits, you will probably be your most willing guinea pig. Some
people start with self-portraits before venturing into portraits of other people. Others report that
learning what to do with themselves during self-portrait work improves their ability to instruct
other people when photographing them. If you can talk yourself through good poses you can
probably do it with others. Learning how to represent yourself might even teach you how to
represent anything.

This article, however, will focus less on the practical aspects of self-portraiture and more on the
psychological aspects of that desire to draw forth and represent the self. Such a psychological
exploration will lead us into the marvelous variety of self-portrait experiences. Like many
scientists, psychologists like myself will try to classify those experiences into categories. This
process helps us understand the range of factors that contribute to those experiences. However,
it’s always good to keep in mind that some categories will overlap while some items just don’t
seem to fit any of the categories. We’ll surely run into these dilemmas when investigating
something as complex as self-portraits.

In fact, let’s consider the first dilemma. We could make the argument that any photo you take is a
self-portrait. It says something about your family, friends, occupation, interests, lifestyle – all of
which reflect important aspects of who you are as a person. Does anyone ever take a picture of
something that isn’t in some way personally meaningful? After all, when we look at a picture you
took, we are, quite literally, looking at the world through your eyes. We could also argue that
when someone else takes a picture of you it qualifies as a self-portrait as long as the person
follows your instructions. Unfortunately, these definitions make the process of categorizing self-
portraits a bit complex, as it includes almost every type of photography. So for now, let’s say that
a self-portrait is a photo you take of your physical self.

Objective and Subjective Self-Portraits

Often we can’t tell for sure if a photo is a
self-portrait unless the photographer tells
us so. A number of factors contribute to the
illusion that someone else might have taken
the shot. First of all, some part of our mind
assumes a person can’t be in two places at
the same time – both behind and in front of
the camera – even though another part of
our mind, the part that is familiar with
photography, knows better. The illusion is
magnified when people place the camera on
a surface or tripod to take a shot of
themselves from a distance. The further
away the camera, the less likely we will
assume that subject is the photographer.



 

If people have their eyes closed or are not looking at the camera, it might appear as if they don’t
know they are being photographed, which also leads the viewer to assume someone else took the
shot. A subject looking outside the frame of the image, towards someone or something, suggests a
presence external to the image that distracts the viewer’s attention from the subject’s presence as
the creator of the image. Even looking into the camera can suggest the illusion of someone else
being the photographer because the mind more easily accepts the reality of someone taking a shot
of someone else, rather than the counterintuitive situation of a people looking at themselves
taking a picture of themselves.

These kinds of self-portraits create the illusion of objectivity, as if pretending, playfully or quite
deliberately, “this is how someone else captured me.” If we assume photographers were not
posing for their own shots, we might attribute more authenticity, impartiality, or spontaneity to
such depictions of their personality, which might be the photographer’s intentions.

By creating the illusion of someone else’s presence, the objective self-portrait also suggests a
relationship between the photographer and that imaginary person who took the shot. Consciously
or unconsciously, the photographer might be referring to and posing for someone in particular.
But who is that person, and what is the photographer thinking and feeling about that person?
Photographers might invite the viewers to be that presence, encouraging them to experience,
sometimes voyeuristically, the qualities of their personality they intended in the photo.

At the very least, objective self-portraits keep us guessing as to whether that particular portrayal
of the subject was created by the subject or someone else. The reality of self-reflection is
uncertain. Is it me seeing me, or someone else seeing me?

In the subjective type of self-portrait, the viewer feels more certain that photographers took the
shots of themselves, as when we see their outstretched arms pointing the camera towards their
bodies. We’re aware of the presence of the camera as a tool in helping them capture themselves.
When photographers look into the outstretched camera, the sensation of self capturing self is
magnified even more. The subjective or objective quality of the shot seems more ambiguous -
even contradictory, deceptive, or comical - when the photographer is clearly holding the camera
but looking away from it.

The presence of the camera becomes obvious, along with the fact that the shot is a subjective self-
portrait, when people shoot themselves in reflective surfaces – especially mirrors, because we all
quickly recognize the mirror as a tool for observing oneself. In a curious fashion of infinite
regression, the photo captures the process of the photographer photographing the photographer
photographing the photographer.

The subjective nature of the self-portrait might be more ambiguous when shooting into glass or
metal reflections that distort the image of oneself or make it difficult to determine the viewpoint.
Playful and sometimes perplexing paradoxes of self-reflection can be magnified by the use of
unusual camera angles, or more than one camera, that keeps us guessing where exactly the
equipment and photographer are located in the reflections, or even what is a reflection and what
isn’t. As a simple example, imagine holding the camera at arms length to take a shot of yourself
looking into a mirror. In the photo we see you gazing at yourself, but if we know this is a self-
portrait, there's also the you taking the shot of you looking at yourself. In these complex reflection
shots, layers of self-awareness blend and embed into each other, sometimes to such a degree that
we lose a sense of the objective or subjective nature of the picture.



 

We might also lose track of the subjective/objective distinction when photographers include a
printed self-portrait photo, or one displayed on a computer screen, into the new self-portrait. For
example, imagine taking a shot of a photo in which you took a shot of yourself looking into the
camera. You, and we, are looking at a picture that you took of a picture that you took of yourself
looking at yourself taking the picture. The subjective or objective quality of the image takes a back
seat to these paradoxes of self-reflection.

When photographers do many self-portraits, some people might call them narcissistic or
exhibitionistic. The photographers themselves might even worry about these things (although
truly narcissistic people don’t think of themselves as narcissistic). Tasteful objective self-portraits
might help ease that impression of self-absorption, while subjective ones that emphasize oneself
viewing oneself, like the mythical Narcissus staring into his reflection in a pond, might amplify
that sense of self-preoccupation. On the other hand, viewers do sometimes consider objective
self-portraits as a fake attempt to hide narcissism, while they might enjoy unpretentious and
playful subjective self-portraits.

Inclusion and Exclusion

Self-portraits differ in how much photographers reveal in them. In the exclusive types, they use a
narrow field of view or intentionally hide something. The shot may focus on just a particular part
of the person’s body. Eyes and mouths are often the first choice due to the prominent
psychological role they play in human life as the highly sensitive vehicles of personal expression
and sensuality. Being windows into the soul, eyes looking into the close-up camera emphasize
that powerful connection between the subject and viewer, so much so that the viewer may forget
that the image is a self-portrait (it becomes more “objective”). In some images the photographer
might hide the eyes with dark glasses or cover some part of the body, perhaps as a way to protect
the psychological vulnerability the person associates with these areas. If there's anything about
yourself, physical or psychological, that you would like to remove, but in reality can't, you might
succeed in imaginatively discarding it in a self-portrait.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Photographers reveal or hide particular parts of themselves often because they feel positive or
negative about that aspect of their identity. Whether it’s their eyes, mouth, nose, ears, hair, legs,
hands, or whatever body part, people associate it with some positive or negative psychological
attribute about themselves. It is a source of self-confidence and self-esteem, or self-consciousness
and self-criticism. Often there is a history to these feelings.

Even though photographers may think that a particular part of their body captures something
very important or essential about their identity, any image that focuses on a part of the self tends
to be limited in revealing the whole self. For example, a head shot can very powerfully express a
person’s emotions and character, yet the inclusion of the body, which reveals clothing and body
language, will almost always enrich the psychological meanings of the photo.

Self-portraits also differ in how much photographers reveal of the environment where the shot
was taken. The location and objects in it almost always reflect important aspects of their identity,
relationships, interests, and lifestyle, whether they consciously realize this or not. As with
showing part or all of one’s body, what photographers include or exclude in these environmental
self-portraits reflects the aspects of their lives they wish to reveal or hide.

The expanded self-portrait might even include people or animals. Their presence surely points to
how the photographer’s sense of self pivots on his or her relationship to them. Injecting loved
ones, pets, or anyone into the self-portrait might also be a way to avoid focusing on oneself.
However, there is a long tradition in art of painters placing themselves with people and within
groups, in ways that suggest reality, role-playing, fiction, and fantasy. Environmental self-
portraits also lend themselves easily to narratives about the artist’s life and evolution of identity,
either real or imagined. The story might be about who they are and how they came to be.

All self-portraits are compromise formations in the level of intimacy the photographer offers.
Some things about oneself are disclosed, others are concealed. When people embark on a series
of self-portraits, they often play with the balance of this compromise formation, shifting what is
revealed and what is hidden, usually with a gradual movement towards more self-disclosure and
less inhibition.

Photographers working on their very first self-portraits might show only parts of their body and
face, or no face at all, with little or no inclusion of the environment. Later on, as they gain more
confidence in their photography and themselves, they depict more of their body and location as
well as experiment with different combinations of the various elements of body and location.
When photographers become psychologically invested in ongoing self-portraits, they usually push
towards a more holistic expression of who they are, both in any one image and in the series of
photos that fit together like puzzle pieces to form a complete image of self.

Some basic questions can help us understand the inclusive and exclusive qualities of our self-
portraits and what they might mean to us. It’s not always easy to notice things that aren’t there,
so we might ask ourselves what’s missing in our self-portraits, and why. If we expanded the field
of view of the shot, what would we see and why might that be important? It might be obvious
what the photo says about us, but what does it NOT reveal about us? Are there secrets within or
about the self-portrait that only you understand?

Conversely, why did you include what you did in the photo? If you cropped any self-portrait down
to its most essential part that best expresses what the image says about you, what would that part
be?



Spontaneous and Planned Self-Portraits

On the spur of the moment, you hold the camera out at arms length to quickly snap a shot of
yourself. It was a split second decision. You weren’t even sure why you did it. The “good” or “bad”
of how it turned out doesn’t enter your mind. You like it and show it to others.

That’s about as spontaneous as a self-portrait gets, unless you're using an interval timer that
triggers your camera at preset or random intervals. After all, unless you’re suffering from some
kind of dissociative disorder, you can’t take a shot of yourself without knowing you’re being
photographed, as when someone else takes a picture of you. But if you do hold out the camera to
quickly shoot yourself in that impromptu fashion, you yourself are, most likely, a spontaneous
kind of person. You accept and feel free to express yourself - at least under the right conditions.

Such seemingly random shots might produce interesting results that we would never get when
taking pictures with more conscious and deliberate control. We need spontaneity to break free of
our routine patterns of shooting, to see things in a new way. We learn about both photography
and ourselves when we create self-portraits using unplanned and novel methods. As the renown
psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott concluded from his observations of children, spontaneous play is
important in the experimentation with identity and formation of self.

Even if you don’t like how a spur-of-the-moment self-portrait turned out, you can learn a lot by
asking yourself how it’s “not right” and how you wanted it to turn out. You might be asking these
questions not just about your photography techniques, but also about yourself as a person.
Perhaps the self-portrait did not turn out as desired, but that’s the way it turned out. That’s the
way you looked at that moment through that camera. Accepting this fact might be an education in
learning to accept something about yourself.

Some people will tell you that they don’t have specific techniques in creating their self-portraits,
nor do they have any idea of what the final product will be. They just place themselves in front of
the camera and move. Although such shots seem spontaneous, if we examined a series of them we
would probably notice consistent patterns in how the shot was taken, it’s composition, and the
person’s psychological expression. People usually do have specific techniques and intentions for
the final product, although they might not be able to verbalize or consciously recognize them.

Care-free spontaneity can be a wonderfully revealing process of discovery, but the process of
consciously understanding, planning, and controlling how one creates self-portraits is important
too. Whether we know it or not, we are always shaping the self-portrait in some particular way. If
we can identify this trend, we can improve, modify, and stretch beyond it.

Some photographers say that while they are working on a self-portrait, they think about why they
want it to look a certain way. They have an opportunity to decide how they want to express
themselves in that particular picture, how they want “to be” in that moment. By taking this
opportunity to reflect on themselves in the creation of the image, they attain a better
understanding and mastery of the feelings and personality traits being depicted. The process of
controlling the shoot might even help them manage problematic aspects of themselves rather than
act them out. Sometimes deliberately exaggerating a feeling or personality trait enhances this
feeling of mastery. For all these reasons, the process of creating the image – including the
thoughts, feelings and expectations that run through the person’s mind – are as important as the
image itself.



 

Issues about spontaneity and planned design don’t end when the shoot is over. They extend into
the post-processing of the image, using such programs as Photoshop. Here again people have the
opportunity to experiment with off-the-cuff as well as carefully intended manipulations of the
picture, which can be spontaneous as well as carefully designed expressions of themselves.

In addition to adding, deleting, or altering objects in the scene, people can use post-processing to
change colors, tones, and focus as ways to express their personalities. They can crop the image for
a more precise representation of self.

How photographers represent and even create themselves using image-editing programs is
limited only by their imagination and willingness to explore their actual and potential identities.

In the final analysis, spontaneity and planning are not antagonistic or mutually exclusive
elements of self-portrait work. People who become skilled in this type of photography learn how
to balance the two. They come to realize that while new insights spring from spontaneous actions,
thoughtful design helps improve them. Spontaneity and controlled design synergistically enrich
each other.

This is true not just of self-portraits, but also of oneself.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Symbolic Self-Portraits

At the beginning of this article I mentioned how, to keep
things simple, we’ll define self-portraits as a photo you take
of your physical self. Now let’s broaden that idea to include
what some people call symbolic self-portraits – i.e., shots
that people take of objects, places, or even other people that
capture something important about the identity of the
photographer.

Psychoanalytic theory tells us that these things are “self-
objects” for the person. They sustain the cohesion and
continuity of the person’s sense of self. In symbolic self-
portraits, photographers visually project their feelings, ideas,
interests, memories or personality traits into these objects
and scenes. They see them as visually representing
something important about their identities.

At the very least, what separates photographers who do
symbolic self-portraits from those who don’t is their ability
to think about themselves abstractly, conceptually, or by
association. They create an image in which “this object, scene, or person is related to or stands
for something about me.” They have the ability to identify with the other, to psychologically
invest the self in the other.

As I mentioned in the introduction to this article, some psychologists would say that every photo
that means something to a person is a self-portrait. If the image is significant to them in any way,
then the odds are that whatever the photo portrays, it is most likely a self-object. It is an essential
part of their own sense of self. If we prefer a more refined definition of self-portrait, we might say
that photographers create the symbolic type on purpose. The act of visual symbolism is deliberate.
They are consciously aware of the fact that an object, place, or person will visually represent
something about their own identities. A photo is a symbolic self-portrait when the photographer
can say, “This is me.”

The Selves Revealed, and Why

Our definition of self-portraits in the introduction to article omitted one important ingredient.
What do we mean by “self?” Many volumes in psychology and philosophy have addressed that
question, because there is no easy answer. We might think of the self as some holistic entity,
greater than the sum of its parts, but we also know that it does indeed contain many different
components that aren’t necessarily aware of, or even cooperate with, each other. Any self-portrait
can only capture some facets of your personality and life. So when you create one, ask yourself if
it’s about…

- my past, present, or future self

- my emotions, negative or positive

- my strengths or weaknesses



- the me as seen by family, friends, and neighbors

- the memories and experiences that make me
who I am

- myself as I wish others would see me

- my relationships, interests and roles in life that
define who I am

- my goals, dreams, changes, potentials, hopes,
and ideal self I strive to be

- the beliefs I hold true or false

- the me I dislike, fear, or try to deny

- the me no one knows, the secret or hidden me

- the parts of myself that oppose or are in conflict
with each other

- the polarities in my personality (adult/child,
shy/extroverted, intelligent/dumb)

- the aspects of my identity that are weak, confused, outdate, unexplored, or misunderstood

In their self-portraits, people deliberately might be attempting to illustrate one of these aspects of
self, although photographers often are not consciously aware of everything that their image
reveals about their personalities. The more they study their photos, the more they might
understand what it says about them. In fact, the process of creating the self-portrait might be an
unconscious attempt to draw that underlying aspect of self to a higher level of awareness.

Self-portraits enable photographers to express themselves in ways that might not be possible with
words. They simply "sense" the thoughts, memories, and emotions of their identities during the
process of creating the photo, as well as afterwards when viewing it. The personal significance of
the shot may never be truly accessible by verbal analysis, or via the reactions of other people. It is
something that can only be experienced by the photographer.

While some people are “verbalizers” who rely on words to understand themselves, others are
“visualizers” who experience themselves better via images. Perhaps the self that they project into
the self-portrait even bypasses some of the usual perceptions they have of their identity –
perceptions that might in fact block a deeper and more beneficial understanding of who they are.

There are photographers who experience the self-portrait as freedom in self-expression. The
judgment is of and by oneself. They decide how to create the image. Although there might be
unconscious elements to the self-portrait, and it is sometimes hard to look closely at oneself in it,
people often do report feeling in control over what is expressed about their personalities. Some
notice a distinct feeling of openness to themselves. They express emotions and ideas that they
wouldn’t ordinarily reveal in a public environment. What they think of themselves is in the photo,
regardless of how others might react to them, or to the photo.



 

In life, family, friends, or other people might force their own perceptions onto the photographer,
but in the self-portrait the photographer can discover, reveal, and create his or her own self-
perception. If the self-portrait succeeds in helping you better understand yourself, you will be less
susceptible to a dependency on how others perceive you.

The self-portrait is an attempt to place oneself into a more objective position towards oneself. It
stimulates the “observing self” – that part of you that can step back to look at your identity
objectively. It might serve as an experiment in understanding how others see you, or as a bridge
between their perceptions and your own self-concept. It might be an attempt to correlate your
inner perceptions with outer documentation. In all cases, creating a self-portrait is the
construction of a tangible, external representation of you. It gives concrete shape to feelings and
experiences of self that previously seemed ambiguous, inaccessible, or unknown to the
photographer.

The self-portraiture process can generate a sense of mastery over formerly vague or even
threatening aspects of self. By representing such things as depression, anxiety, helplessness,
disability, loss of meaning, and death, the self-portrait helps objectify emotions so the person can
more clearly witness and control them, rather than be controlled BY them. So too a hope, goal, or
ideal self in the potential future feels more real and possible when it takes a clear visible form in
the self-portrait, just as an old self-portrait serves as a concrete reminder who you were in the
past.

Photographers sometimes talk about a self-portrait as if the subject is someone else. They might
even experience that subject as another person. This objectification of self might be a byproduct
of spending a lot of time working on the photo. Rather than that image being “you,” it gradually
turns into an image of some subject. This external self can be a useful stepping stone in owning
what you think and feel. People find it easier to talk about the thoughts and emotions of the
person in their self-portrait as a transition to talking directly about themselves. As an example,
many people are quick with criticism when they see a shot of themselves – reactions that often
stem from how people in the past treated them. Even if they notice positive aspects of how they
appear in the photo, they might minimize it. “I SEEM confident,” they might say, as if the person
in the shot is a pretender or some alien version of themselves. This can be an important first step
to saying, “I AM confident.”

For all these reasons, self-portraits can be therapeutic – a fact that has been documented in a
branch of psychotherapy known as “phototherapy,” which was pioneered by such people as Judy
Weiser. In her work she explores these growth-promoting qualities of self-portraits. She also
suggests some interesting questions for the photographer to consider. They might seem simple.
Some people might even think they are silly. But if you give them some thought, the therapeutic
aspects of self-portraits begin to unfold.

- What is obvious to you about this self-portrait?

- How would you describe the photo to someone who can’t see it?

- What would this person like to say or do?

- What would you like to say to this person?

- What memories do you associate with this photo?



 

- What feelings do you associate with this photo?

- Does this self-portrait remind you of someone?

- What title for this photo best captures its essence?

- What would you like to change about the self-portrait? Why?

- How do pictures that others take of you compare to your self-portraits? Do they miss something
or focus too much on something in their shots?

Some people will tell you that a good self-portrait is one that captures the whole of who you are as
a person, because the whole of your identity transcends the sum of your parts. Given the
psychological complexity of our human psyches, I think that’s a tall order.

A really good self-portrait might capture some essential aspect of who you are. It might enhance,
oppose, or balance something inside your personality. It might show us how you are completing
your identity. Whatever it reveals, you have the power to change that self-portrait, or throw it
away.

Sharing Self-Portraits

On your own, you can learn a lot about yourself from self-portraits. You can create them just for
yourself, as an experiment in personal expression and identity exploration - but how might that
endeavor change if you showed the portrait to other people? How would it change if you
specifically created the photo for someone else?

There’s a good chance you’ll learn more when you share your self-portrait with others. In
psychology the concept of the “looking glass self” suggests that our identities evolve from the
perceptions other people have of us. We need feedback from them to affirm who we are, to know
that what we do matters, and to discover new things about our personalities. Sometimes they see
us as we see ourselves. Sometimes they see us according to their own needs and expectations,
while missing what we believe is true. And sometimes we accept their perceptions as valid even
though they aren’t.

By discussing your self-portraits with others you can detect these consistencies and discrepancies
between your self-concept and the ideas others have about you. Sharing your photos can help you
understand who you are in relation to other people, as well as who you are in and of yourself. In
doing so you might become more comfortable in revealing yourself to others. Ideally, you learn
how to accept yourself.

Another article in Photographic Psychology describes “Johari’s Window.” It’s a visual diagram
that depicts the four possible combinations of what is known and unknown to self and other in an
interpersonal situation. In the case of self-portrait photography, it’s an especially useful concept.

For a self-portrait that you share with another person: (1) there are things about you that both
you and the other person know from looking at the photo, (2) there are things about you that you
know from looking at the photo, while the other person does not, (3) there are things about you
that the other person knows from looking at the photo, while you do not, and, (4) there are things
revealed about you in the photo that neither you nor the other person know.



 

The first situation helps confirm who you are. In the second, you would need to self-disclose your
“secret” for the other person to understand you better. In third scenario, you would learn more
about your “blind spots” if the person shared what they see about you in the self-portrait. The
forth situation reminds us that not everything about us is noticeable, to ourselves or others. By
discussing the self-portrait with other people, by proposing hypotheses with them, we might
discover that hidden aspect of our identities, which proves how useful it can be to invite other
people’s interpretations of our self-portraits.

In the past, people mostly showed their printed photos to family, friends, and relatives. Now, in
our age of digital photography and cyberspace, people have unprecedented opportunities to share
their photos with people around the world, including complete strangers. Posting photos has
become a staple of many social network systems and is the cornerstone of photosharing
communities like Flickr. Because social networks are all about letting people know “this is me and
what I’m doing,” self-portraits frequently appear. In Flickr, several groups devote themselves
specifically to this type of photography, including the well-known 365 Group, in which members
post self-portraits once a day for a year.

What’s it like to put self-portraits online, especially when many viewers are complete strangers or
people you barely know? Some photographers say they feel amazingly free when reactions from
other people are not based on what those people already know about you. They enjoy showing
their true colors, just being themselves, without need for approval. People online don’t know who
you “really” are, so go ahead and create whatever image of yourself you want. Even if people
rarely or never comment on your self-portraits, going public with them can nevertheless make
what they express about you seem more real and valid. Some people might feel inspired to
continue experimenting with their self-expressions simply because they see the view counts
indicating that people are looking at their work, even if they aren’t commenting. A silent but
hopefully nodding audience of strangers can be rewarding.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Anonymity places an important role in feeling free to do whatever you’d like to do. It’s an
important component of what cyberpsychologists call “the online disinhibition effect.”

On the Internet, with people who don’t know you, you have a chance to experiment with your
identity in the self-portrait, to express things that you wouldn’t ordinarily reveal in your offline
life. You don’t feel restricted by what the people in your offline life expect you to be. In some
cases the disinhibition effect also might be the result of photographers imagining their online self-
portrait work as an extension of their own mind, as a kind of visual space in which they
experiment and think out loud. You can picture yourself anyway you want inside your own head,
without concern for other’s opinions.

Whether its anonymity, thinking of their online images as extensions of their own thought-space,
or just being uninhibited types of people, some photographers in online photosharing
communities do seem incredibly candid in their self-portraits, without worrying about how people
are reacting to their work. They appear to be baring their souls to strangers, so much so that
visitors may feel uncomfortable leaving a comment that might intrude on the photographer’s
seemingly vulnerable self-reflective space.

Although some people say that they aren’t very concerned about what others online think, or even
pay attention to their comments, we might wonder, then, why they put their self-portraits online
at all.

In many online photosharing communities, people tend to be generally supportive in the feedback
they give to each other. Surely that positive response reinforces a person’s efforts. Some people
might even dwell on specific kinds of self-portraits due to the acclaim they receive for them, while
ignoring or avoiding other types of self-portraits.

But what if a person receives mostly negative comments, or no comments or views at all? Would
they continue posting self-portraits? Probably not. It would seem perfectly normal for a person to
feel at least a little bit upset, disappointed, ignored, or misunderstood when they receive criticism
or little attention. Some people minimize or even deny what they are actually hoping for when
they upload their self-portraits.

Of course, it’s also possible that some people really do take in stride whatever reactions their
visitors offer. Some photographers say that they’re mostly interested in developing their skills at
self-portraits. If viewers offer positive comments, that’s a pleasant bonus but not the primary
objective. It’s icing on the cake. It let’s them know they’re doing something right, at least in the
eyes of some people.

If viewers’ comments are negative, the photographer considers their feedback as possible
constructive criticism, but doesn’t feel hurt, offended, ignored, or misunderstood.

If they receive no comments at all, well, that’s just the way it goes. They simply enjoy the
challenge of creating self-portraits and the opportunity to make them public, without worrying
about whether people appreciate or understand them. They’re just letting people know who they
are, come what may, without any expectations. If it’s genuine, this attitude indicates quite a bit of
maturity and self-confidence.

We might then ask an interesting question: what’s the difference between the self-portrait work of
these photographers and those who have high expectations as well as a vulnerability to the
feedback they receive?



 

When sharing self-portraits online, there will be as many different experiences as there are
people, which is a product of how you, with your unique personality style, respond to the
particular visitors who comment on your work.

You might intend the photo for family and friends from your offline life, for online friends, or for
anyone in cyberspace who wants to take a look. Sometimes you might design the self-portrait for
particular people, but not others. Awkward, embarrassing, annoying, or otherwise problematic
situations might arise when someone for whom you didn’t intend the photo sees it or comments
on it.

Photosharing communities do offer features for restricting access to selected images.
Nevertheless, some photographers, with a dash of hesitation and anxiety, take the risk of posting
their sensitive self-portraits for the whole world to see.

Much of the time we want people to notice, understand, and appreciate something in particular
about our personalities or lifestyles. Maybe we want our accomplishments and creativity as
photographers to be acknowledged. Maybe we are letting others see who we are in order to
connect more deeply with people we already know, like family and friends - or perhaps as a way
to meet new and like-minded people who are out there somewhere in cyberspace.

Sometimes maybe all we’re hoping for is an implicit “thank you” from others who appreciate the
fact that we shared ourselves via the self-portrait. When these expectations are met, we feel our
sense of self affirmed and our confidence boosted.

 

In her book Phototherapy Techniques, Judy Weiser poses very interesting questions to consider
about the sharing of self-portraits. They point to memories, needs, and feelings that they
photographer might not fully realize. They uncover meanings in the self-portrait that can help
photographers understand their motivations in creating it.

- If the picture was seen by your parents, siblings, children, relatives, friends, coworkers, boss,
and strangers, how might they react differently to it? What could they tell about you from the
photo?

- For whom did you intentionally and perhaps unconsciously create this photo? To whom would
you like or be willing to show it? What reactions do you imagine they would have? What reactions
would you like them to have? What does this say about the trust you feel in that relationship, or
about what you might want and need from that relationship?

- Who would you NOT want to see this photo? Why? Are you concerned about being vulnerable,
the power they have over you, how they might reject you, criticize you, or feel uncomfortable
around you? What would need to change in order to feel OK about giving the photo to that
person?

- Is there something in the self-portrait that very few people or only you understand? What
motivated you to include it? What would it be like if others knew this “secret” about you? Perhaps
there are particular people that you would want to know this about you, but not other people.



 

Ongoing Self-Portraits

When people first create self-portraits, which of the many aspects of their identities do they depict
first? Which ones do they express later on as they continue to create more? What aspects of
themselves do they often portray and which ones do they neglect? These questions can help us
understand their concept of themselves, including what they value about their personalities, as
well as what they might find problematic.

When photographers first create and share a self-portrait, they often feel somewhat apprehensive.
They might worry about appearing narcissistic, feel uncomfortably self-conscious about their
appearance, or fear negative feedback. If they receive generally positive reactions from others, or
if they aren’t particularly concerned about criticism, they tend to become more creative,
spontaneous, and even carefree about their self-portraits, which might reflect increasing self-
acceptance and confidence.

While predominant themes about their identity appear continuously or recurrently in their work,
they start to experiment with revealing different and perhaps more vulnerable aspects of their
psyche. Literally and figuratively, they show different angles on themselves. They take a closer
look at what they like and dislike about their personality and lives. In one self-portrait they might
reveal a particular side to their personality, while in later one they depict something quite the
opposite, as if recognizing their internal conflicts and polarities. Patterns surface that point to
underlying and perhaps unconscious dimensions of personal identity that are not clearly evident
in any one photo.

The collection of self-portraits eventually becomes a kaleidoscope of beliefs, emotions, and
behaviors that reveal a more complete, multifaceted design of who the photographer is. The more
people do self-portraits, the more they might think, "how much should I and am I revealing about
myself?" As the person grapples with this question and continues doing this type of work, the
self-reflection process and the camera itself might become more apparent to viewers.

For photographers who create self-portraits on a regular basis, like those who participate in such
online groups as Flickr’s 365, the process becomes a day-to-day visual journal that identifies
changes in one’s moods, thoughts, and activities. It’s a way to “take one’s temperature” on a daily
basis. It enhances one’s sense of self continuity and cohesion. Some people say that it gives them
a chance to decide who they want to be on a particular day, even if they cannot express that
directly in their actual life.

When asked about their motivations to create and post online a self-portrait everyday for a year,
people often remark that it’s a “challenge” – a challenge of asking oneself, everyday, “How am I
feeling today? Who am I today? How will others react to me today?” It’s an ongoing quest in
understanding what about oneself changes, as well as what stays the same – because some things
about us never change.

In some respects self-portraits become easier to do the more you do them. In other respects they
become harder. Photographers block and run out of ideas. Or they may get stuck on particular
types of self-portraits. Sometimes it’s because they’ve run into their own psychological dead end.
They are, literally and figuratively, stuck on that self-perception, perhaps due to the fact that they
value it, need it, or are conflicted about it. And sometimes it’s because their audience applauds
and therefore reinforces them for producing certain types of self-portraits, which prevents them,
consciously or unconsciously, from expressing other things about themselves.



 

It helps to think of these dead ends as part of the self-portrait process. Often, below the surface of
conscious awareness, in what psychologists call “subconscious incubation,” something about
oneself is forming and waiting to break through. You might discover it by paying attention to
what you’re thinking and feeling, regardless of the feedback you receive from others. You might
detect it in some visual or psychological motif that unexpectedly appears in your self-portrait.
Follow that motif to see where it takes you.

For some people, sharing many self-portraits online might become a substitute for living in the
“real” world. When people feel disconnected from others or from themselves, they might try to
create more satisfying relationships and a more rewarding identity in cyberspace. Ideally, one
learns to balance and integrate the offline and online self. Sharing self-portraits with friends and
relatives, both online and offline, helps serve that goal.

When pursuing the self-reflective process of creating self-portraits, we’re not always sure where
we’re headed. We’re not sure what we’re becoming in our photos. It can be a slow, complicated
process with unexpected twists and turns. In that sense, it’s a lot like life.
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To Delete or Not to Delete

That is the question!

One of the advantages of digital photography is that you can take as many shots as you like, then
get rid of the crappy ones. Unlike using film, those shots don’t cost you anything. That’s the easy
part. The hard part is deciding which ones are “crappy.” 

Deleting in the camera

Unless I’m really pressed for space on my cards during a shoot, I rarely delete images in the
camera. A shot might look inadequate in the LCD, but that display is not an accurate depiction of
how the photo will look on a computer or in a print. After all, it’s a tiny image, you have little or
no control over the ambient light around you, which affects how the image appears on the
screen, and the LCD is only an approximation of what the sensor recorded. Of course, the reverse
is also true: something that looks great in the LCD could very well turn out to be mediocre.

Although the histogram in the camera provides you an accurate depiction of the exposure range
– for example, if you underexposed or overexposed – it’s just a chart representing tonal values,
not the actual photo. I wouldn’t trust it either as an indication to trash an image. Even if you
know something went terribly wrong – like you were moving when the shutter opened or the
camera settings were far off – you might want to hold off on clicking the erase button.



 

Our temptation to delete an image right away might reflect something psychological about our
attitudes and feelings concerning photography, and maybe even about ourselves. It’s only human
to want to cover up our mistakes. Let’s erase all evidence of it and pretend it didn’t even happen.
And if someone wants to take a peek at our shots in the camera, they’ll only be scrolling through
respectable ones.

Learning from good and bad shots

While later viewing the images on our computers, we can learn from both the good and bad
shots. We can better understand the variables like camera settings, viewpoint, and composition
that lead to a high quality photo when we compare it to the ones that went wrong. We do learn
from our mistakes.

The sequence in which you take shots also reveals a lot about your approach to a particular
scene or subject. Deleting images punches a hole in that sequence as well as the opportunity to
understand the chain of events leading up to and following both the duds and the gems. If you
preserve all the images, you might detect a pattern that reveals when the good and bad photos
appear in the progression of shots.

So let’s say we examined the poor shots as well as where they occurred in the sequence of
images. Maybe we learned something, maybe we didn’t. In either case, can we please delete those
crappy shots now? Well, hold on a bit longer. There’s always the possibility of learning
something new later on – weeks, months, or years from now - when we examine all the images
from a past shoot.

Are bad shots good?

Even setting aside that possibility, we’re still stuck with the dilemma of deciding what a crappy
shot is before we delete it. Is there some potential in it that we might be overlooking?

On more than a few occasions, I’ve taken what appeared to be lousy photo, then succeeded in
transforming it into something quite good, either by cropping to some interesting part of the
scene or by post-processing – sometimes quite radical post-processing that produced unusual
but interesting results. Even very underexposed or overexposed images – ones that your
histogram had cried out to delete – can be rejuvenated or transformed in Photoshop. Of course,
it won’t look like a technically well-exposed photograph, but that’s not the definitive criteria of a
good image.

Over time, as we improve our eye for seeing images and our skills in shaping them, we might go
back to old crappy shots and discover potentials in them that we did not realize before.
Improving one's skills as a photographer means acquiring this ability to see what an image can
become rather than just what it is.

If you think something went terribly wrong with a shot, but the composition is basically good, I
say keep it. If you think a shot looks horrible, but it’s one of a kind because you didn’t take any
others like it, I say keep it.



 

If you have several shots of the same subject, you could decide which ones are the best, then
delete the others. But think twice about the criteria you’re using to decide what’s good and
what’s bad. Are you thinking about exposure but not composition? Are you focusing on the
colors of the subjects’ skin but not considering their facial expressions? Be clear in your own
mind about the most important elements of the photo before you delete shots that don’t meet
those criteria. On the other hand, a careful deliberation of all your images from a shoot might
not be practical when dealing with hundreds them. Experienced photographers who shoot a lot
sometimes rely on intuition to spot the excellent shots among the mediocre or poor ones that
they will later delete. Truly excellent photos will "jump out" at you. These gut-level reactioins do
often work in identifying a good image to save, even though you might not be able to fully
explain why.

It’s very possible that if you have multiple shots of the same scene or subject, you might be able
to create a composite image that combines the best elements of each. For example, let’s say you
have several shots of a group of your friends. In one you accidentally chopped everyone off at the
knees – which tradition considers a photographic faux pas – but Joe looks good in that photo.
You could transplant his head into the well-composed shot where his eyes are closed.
Afterwards, you should probably save the amputated friends image, because it’s always a good
idea to preserve the source images that you used to create a composite. 

Too many images!

The more images we have, the greater the challenge of storing, organizing, and finding them,
which becomes a real issue for people who shoot often and a lot. As camera resolutions increase,
with file sizes growing larger and larger, we might also worry about having enough storage space.
Fortunately, the price of high capacity storage always seems to drop, so unless you’re struggling
with a tight budget or shoot boatloads, you probably shouldn’t worry about deleting images in
order to save money.

Saving and deleting personalities

Once again, we might also grapple with some psychological issues in deciding how many images
to delete. Some people are savers, perhaps even compulsive savers. Others are impulsive about
throwing things out in order to clear their space. Feelings about saving things or not can run
rather deep. Understanding what it means to you to throw something out, or save it, might shed
some light on how you think about your photography.

 Get the shot right 
 Good and bad shots
 Let it grow: Turning errors into seeds 



 



Part 4: Sharing Images, In-person and Online 

 

You’ve created that great image. Now
what? This section discusses topics
rarely mentioned in other books. How
might you share your photography with
other people? How might people react?
And how do you react to other
photographers’ work? 

Because online photo-sharing sites
have become so popular, I will describe
what these communities are like and
how people communicate in cyberspace
with visual images. I'll suggest tips for
making online photo-sharing a way to
create fulfilling relationships with
people while exploring the world of
photography.

 Commenting on Photos
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Commenting on Photos

 

Someone shows you a photo. They must like it, even be proud of having taken it, otherwise why
would they show it to you…. So what do you say?

Nowadays, with people taking and sharing photographs in all sorts of sophisticated technological
ways, it’s the kind of thing that happens a lot. In online photosharing communities, people deal
with this situation all the time. In fact, it’s what those groups are all about.  As a member of Flick
and Google+, I’ve been fascinated by all the different ways people comment on a shot.



 

The concise generic compliment

People might offer very terse, usually complimentary comments, like “Nice capture,” “Great
colors,” or “Beautiful shot.” These kinds of remarks are nice to hear, although they’re a bit
generic and sometimes unsatisfying, especially if you put a lot of work into an image and are
hoping someone will notice your efforts. People may give such comments because it’s hard for
them to verbalize exactly why they like the shot.

In photosharing communities, people may be browsing lots of images and only have time to offer
terse encouragement.  Short and positive comments may be the norm of the community. It’s
what most members do, so others follow suit. People’s status and sense of worth may revolve
around how many comments appear under their images, so the terse, complimentary comment
may be an efficient form of social barter: I give you one, you give me one. Lots of these kinds of
comments tell you that the shot must be good, although you may not be exactly sure why it’s
good.

In online photosharing communities, people who feel uncomfortable writing, lack skill in
writing, or are trying to write in a language that is not their own, might resort to concise
comments. That's perfectly understandable, as long as they don't act critical of people who write
longer or more articulate comments due to their feeling one-down. 

Comments about composition and technical issues

If you want to offer more than a brief compliment, what do you say? I find that if I take my time
in looking at and thinking about an image, something always comes to me. I might comment on
the composition or some technical aspect of the shot, because I’m interested in that sort of thing.
The more you learn about these technical aspects of photography, the more things you'll be able
to say. People, especially those who pay careful attention to technique, usually appreciate this
kind of feedback. In some cases people might even see something in their shot that they didn’t
realize before. One precaution, however, is to not go overboard with a heavy-duty technical
analysis. It can feel burdensome. It can be like beating a dead horse. 

Articulate what you like

It's not necessary to get into technical or “deep” analysis.  Often I’ll just comment on what I like
about the shot. It might be something in particular about the colors, shapes, or textures, the
camera angle, the people or subjects in the shot, or the idea, feeling, or sensation that the image
creates. It may sound overly simple, but I just comment on what I see and what it means to me.

The nice thing about just saying what you like is that there is no right or wrong in it. You simply
describe your positive impression of the image. What does it remind you of? What does the
image say to you? How might it relate to your life? People usually like that kind of feedback
about their photography. They like to hear about the different ways people see their image, the
various ways people interpret and find meaning in it. That’s what makes photography
interesting. That’s what makes it art. Learning how to articulate what you like will also enhance
your awareness of yourself and exactly what it is that you like about photography.



Ask a question

Rather than giving a comment that’s a statement, you can also ask a question.  What did the
photographer like about the shot? How did he shoot it? What does it mean to her?  What was it
like being at that scene? People are usually happy to reply to these kinds of questions. To them it
shows that you’re interested in the shot and want to know more about it. It opens the door to
their talking about what went into the creation of that image. Photographers often are as excited
about the process and situation of the shot as they are about the shot itself.

Constructive criticism and things you don't like

What if there’s something you don’t like about a photo? Should you say so? It’s very possible
people might feel offended, hurt, or react defensively, especially if you say you don't like it
without explaining yourself. Their photo is like their child.

On the other hand, they might also appreciate your honesty, especially if it helps them improve
their skills, or, at the very least, gain a better understanding of how people vary in their
photography tastes. People appreciate constructive criticism, as long as it's offered in a truly
genuine spirit of helpfulness, without being harsh.

It’s a good idea not to express your criticisms or suggestions for improving a shot as if they are
objective truth. There are very few, if any, "facts" about what is good photography and good art.
In most cases it's just your opinion and personal taste, which reflects your approach to
photography that might simply be different than theirs, rather than "better." Other
photographers could very well disagree with your criticism. Rather than presenting a critical
statement, you might describe how you might have done the shot differently. You might suggest
alternatives. That way you're opening a dialogue with the person about how your photography
compares, rather than making some kind of blanket statement.

What if you don’t like the shot at all, if you really hate it? Exploring that strong reaction could
lead to some interesting insights into yourself, as well into the personality of the image, which an
open-minded artist might like to understand. Generally speaking, though, it’s probably best not
to be too negative in your comments. I find that if I look at shot for a while, I always find
something about it that I like. I also try to keep in mind the fact that the person decided to take
this shot because something about this situation, person, animal, or scene was worthwhile,
important, or interesting to that person. That’s what makes it interesting to me too.

 

Avoid the faux pas

Make sure you really take a good look at a photo, and read what the person said about it, before
you offer a comment, especially a specific or critical one. If you say "beautiful sunset" when the
person explained that it was a sunrise, you will come across as hasty and inattentive. If you
remark "Woof!" when the person explained that it was a shot of a beloved dog who just died, you
will sound insensitive. On the more technical side, if you say "Nice HDR" or "I love double
exposure shots like this" - and it wasn't an HDR or a long exposure, as evident by the shot itself
or by what the photographer said about it - you will look a little stupid.



"Deep" psychological feedback

If you really want to respond in a sophisticated psychological and artistic way to a photograph -
what some might consider "deep" feedback - it's a skill that can be developed. 

When you first look at a photo (or, for that matter, when you're reacting to anything in life),
there will be a thought, feeling, memory, sensation, or image that very quickly flashes through
your mind or body. It happens at an almost subconscious level. In fact, your unconscious is
speaking to you. It's very easy to overlook that reaction, to let it slip away, or to dismiss it
because it might not (at first) make sense to your conscious mind. But if you catch that fleeting
spontaneous response, reflect on it, explore the associations that come up, and then share these
thoughts with the photographer, you'll see that it's often your subconscious mind
communicating with the photographer's subconscious mind. Because you might not fully
understand your reaction, you might have to say to the other person, "I'm not sure what this
means, but here's my immediate, gut-level impression of your photo." More often than not, once
a dialogue gets going, light bulbs will start popping for you as well as the other person.

Keep in mind, however, that your comment based on this kind of empathic attunement might
unlock something personal for the other photographer that he or she might not feel comfortable
discussing.

It's also possible your subconscious reaction to the photo does not connect accurately or at all to
the person's psyche. Your comment based on a spontaneous impression of the photo might say
more about you than it does about the other person.

The visual design of a comment

Just because a comment consists of words, don't let that stop you from applying your knowledge
of visual design to how it looks and therefore reads. Writers, as well as teachers back in our
school days, have often given us this kind of advice, using their own terms. Here I'm translating
those suggestions into the language of visual design. It's advice that's especially relevant for
complex and/or long comments on a photo. For example, consider this feedback:

"Wow a carnival! This shot feels so delightful to me. The colors, lines, and shapes are
wonderful. Despite the complexity of the photo, it all seems organized well into a complete
composition, especially with those lines leading the eye to child on the left. And the distinction
between foreground and background adds such an intriguing sense of depth, almost like two
layers of reality one on top of the other. The man in the background adds extra interest. This
shot reminds me of my childhood, when I used to go to the local carnival with my dad, who
made sure to take me on all the rides. Those were some of the happiest moments in my life."

It's a very rich comment, one I'm sure the photographer would appreciate. However, in terms of
visual design, would you ever create a photo that looked like this - one solid block of things that
are difficult to distinguish from each other? Instead, let's turn the first sentence into a leading
line, add some negative space to distinguish the different components of the comment, and also
apply a version of the well-known of rule of thirds:



"Wow a carnival! This shot feels so delightful to me.

The colors, lines, and shapes are wonderful. Despite the complexity of the photo, it all seems
organized well into a complete composition, especially with those lines leading the eye to child
on the left. And the distinction between foreground and background adds such an intriguing
sense of depth, almost like two layers of reality one on top of the other. The man in the
background adds extra interest.

This shot reminds me of my childhood, when I used to go to the local carnival with my dad,
who made sure to take me on all the rides. Those were some of the happiest moments in my
life."

Doesn't that look much better? The comment is easier to read and better organized. The first
sentence is the person's immediate, personal reaction - which is in fact the main subject of the
comment. That first sentence serves as a leading line into the following paragraph, which is a
more technical analysis of the photo, one that also helps explain the person's immediate reaction.
The third paragraph returns more specifically to that subjective feeling about the photo, which
has its roots in the person's feelings and memories about the past. Applying simple design rules
like this can make a big difference between a good comment and an excellent one, if only because
it's visually easier to read.

Silence, Please

Once in a while in online photosharing groups, a person turns off the feature that allows visitors
to comment. Why would they do that? Isn't discussion of some kind the purpose of social
networks?

There might be a variety of reasons why photographers choose that option. Obviously, they're
indicating they don't want comments, even though they're making the photo available. They
want to say something with the photo but don't want to hear a verbal reaction. Perhaps they
don't want to be influenced by comments that could alter their visual and artistic explorations.
Perhaps, in a Zen-like fashion, they are suggesting that their image points to a feeling, idea, or
experience that cannot be captured by words - a suggestion further reinforced if the
photographer also doesn't provide a title or any kind of description for the image. They think the
photo is better without words at all. They prefer silence to accompany the image. Words, in their
opinion, could destroy the pure visual immersion into the photo. Or maybe the photographer
wants to avoid hearing any comments that might be annoying or disappointing in some way.
Maybe they don't want to face the possibility of being misunderstood, or the disappointment of
receiving no comments even if they did enable that feature. Or perhaps the image reveals
something vulnerable about themselves and their lives, so preventing comments helps them feel
protected from hurtful responses.
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Finding Your Online Niche in Photography 

Limitless possibilities

Often with millions of members, many
millions of images, and hundreds of
groups devoted to various types of
photography and discussions about
community issues, online photosharing
communities confront each member
with an overwhelming ocean of visual
stimulation and possibilities for
interpersonal encounters. Although
members, at least at first, may find
these limitless possibilities exciting,
they must at some point develop
specific strategies for establishing their
presence and their identity as a
photographer, and for managing their
relationships with other people in the
community. Otherwise, it’s very easy to
feel “lost.”

 

The synergy between experimentation and restraint

As in many large online communities, some members find themselves in an initial stage of
progressive immersion, viewing more and more images, establishing more and more contacts,
until they discover that they must cut back on the excessive time and energy they are devoting to
the community. To maintain a rewarding feeling about their participation, members are
challenged to establish a niche in which they consciously and unconsciously define themselves
and their relationships. That niche, in order to thrive and avoid stagnation, must reach a stage of
ongoing synergy between experimentation and restraint – a cyberpsychological equilibrium in
which new opportunities for images and social interactions are tested, assimilated if successful,
and discarded if not.

In other words, doing exactly the same kind of photography with the very same people gets
boring. Trying to experiment with too many types of images and with too many people makes
you feel lost and confused. The right niche involves a balanced equilibrium between the familiar
and the new.



 

Having a purpose, multiple purposes, and conflicting purposes

The niche one establishes is partly determined by the overarching purpose the member assigns
to his or her participation in the community. People who join it as a way to share, with family
and friends, their life experiences via photographs have a predetermined niche. They may not
progress any further into the community. However, if they find themselves becoming interested
in the art and science of photography and visual design, they may be drawn into the wider
culture of members who are photography and visual design students, aficionados, and
professionals – members who are challenged to define the artistic, technical, and social
dimensions of their niche. Some members establish and reinforce their niche by joining groups
devoted to topics that match their interests and interpersonal preferences. In more rare cases,
members use their pages within the community as an online art gallery, without interacting
substantially with anyone, resulting in a lowered impact of the community on their niche and a
less synergistic equilibrium.

For some members there exists a tension between their different concepts of why they belong to
the community. In interviews I conducted with members of Flickr, some people considered it a
place to express themselves via images, to learn about photography, and socialize. On the other
hand, some members approached the community as a competitive “game” in which the quality
or popularity of an image is determined by how many times it is viewed, how many people
indicate it as a “favorite” (fav), and its overall “interestingness” as determined by an undisclosed
formula designed by the creators of Flickr. A member’s niche and equilibrium can be drastically
affected by one’s commitment to the social and educational activities of the community, or to its
gaming competition, or to a complex and sometimes awkward juggling of these two agendas. So,
for example, if you think of Flickr as a competitive game, then you must comment on and give
favs to many other photos in order to receive many in return that will drive up the ratings on
your images. But that constant hopping around the community will interfere with developing
ongoing, stable friendships.

In more ways than one, joining an online photosharing community means figuring out what kind
of niche you want to create for yourself. What type of photography subgroup do you identify
with? What kinds of people do you want to hang out with? And what’s your agenda as a member
of the community? Addressing these questions will make your participation in the community
much more purposeful and enjoyable.

 Artistic Voice
 Online Photo-Sharing Communities
 The Talent/Popularity Square Dance

 



Creating Titles for Images

Making up an interesting title for an
image can be an important creative
aspect of photography. After all, did
famous photographers ever resort to
generic or bland labels for their work,
or no names at all?

Actually, they often did. Ordinary
titles like “East Coast Fisherman,”
“White Radish,” “Nude, Campden
Hill, London, 1949,” or a simple one
like “Self-portrait.”

Generic titles

So how come these highly creative
people failed to conjure up a
captivating title for some of their
most famous photographs? Well,
probably because it wasn’t necessary.
The image itself was meaningful,
powerful, revealing, all on its own.
Maybe all they felt they needed to do
was indicate the simple facts of
where, when, or who, in order to
provide a basic context. Then the
image did the rest of the talking.

Some old school photographers believe that attempts at a catchy title is a cop-out or cover-up
for an image that doesn't have any power on its own. In some cases, that might be true. On the
other hand, it's also possible that some of these old school photographers are not very good with
words. Their strong criticism of creating titles might be their coverup for feeling insecure about
that lack of of skill.

It's best to avoid titles that rub the viewer's nose in something that's obvious. "Sadness" as a title
for a photo of someone crying might come across as cloying, or even desperate. It's as if the
photographer is saying "Just in case you didn't realize this is sadness, it's sadness!" Don't beat a
dead horse. Avoid stating the obvious. 



 

The mystery of the nameless image

There are some definite advantages to no titles at all. It lets viewers explore the image on their
own without forcing any particular interpretation. It tosses the image into their lap and
encourages them to project themselves into it, creating their own meaning. That's exactly how
some photographers like to think about their work as "art."

No title at all can be especially effective. It’s mysterious. It teases, frustrates, challenges, lures the
viewer in: “Go ahead. Figure this out.” It’s a presentation of the purely visual with no pretense of
words. It's a very Zen-like strategy.

I've heard some photographers say that the never create titles for their photos because they don't
want to "take away" from the viewer's experience. I'm not so absolutist in my viewpoint. Some
photos work very well without titles. Others work well with them. It's knowing the difference that
counts. 

Titles are practical

At the very least, titles of some kind are practical. They serve as useful handles. Without one,
how do you refer to an image? “It’s the shot of the bicycle, not the bicycle in the playground… the
other one, you know, the bicycle on the grass, shot from below, through the spokes up at the
sky.”

Wouldn’t “Spoked Sky” be easier? Especially in online photosharing communities, where there
are many millions of images, titles will help you organize, identify, and discuss images, as well as
make it easier for search engines to find them. Bland and obvious titles won't distinguish your
images from others. "Beautiful sunset" produced half a million hits on google (as of the writing of
this sentence). No matter how hard you try, or how good your shot is, you're going to have a
really difficult time creating a truly unique photo of a sunset, or of almost any subject, for that
matter. Any type of photo has probably been done many thousands of times over. However, what
might make your shot unique is the title you create for it. 

The title/image synergy

As I mentioned at the start of this article, titles can be an important part of the creative process.
Words and images interact in all sorts of fascinating ways. You can use a title to steer the viewer
towards ideas that you really want to convey, which is critical for conceptual photography. You
also can use the title to invite people into your subjective experience of the image. We often use
photos to share our thoughts, feelings, and lives with others. If a title helps people appreciate
what you intend to convey about yourself, then go for it.

The title can add a layer of meaning that is not immediately obvious in the photo. A title can
even be playful or provocative by contradicting the qualities of the image. For all these reasons,
when you're browsing a collection of photographs created by someone else, as in online
photosharing communities, don't simply focus on the images. Pay attention to the titles too.
They might help you better understand and appreciate photos that you would otherwise
overlook.



 

Some titles might pop into your mind right away. You know what the image says for you. In
other cases, you might have to think about it for awhile. That process can be fascinating, and
valuable. You know you like the photo, but may not be sure why. Searching your mind for a title
might clarify that for you. It may help you uncover the subconscious feelings, memories, and
fantasies that you associate with it, which is probably why you took the shot in the first place,
even though you might not have been fully aware of those motivations at the time. Coming up
with a really good title might also help you alter and refine the photo. The title gives you a
direction for post-processing and image manipulation. It’s an excellent exercise in bringing
composition in line with the idea you want to convey.

Quotes and lyrics as titles

Famous quotes and lyrics from songs might serve well as a title. When I'm examining one of my
images, a word might come to mind. Say "fishing," for example. If I'm intrigued by the idea of
using a quote for a title, I'll enter "quotes about fishing" into google and then go to one of the
websites that produces a list of famous quotes about that word. Invariably, as I read through the
list of famous quotes, I find one that I really like and fits the image well. In flickr, I have a whole
set of images with quotes or song lyrics as the titles.

When it feels right

You’ll know when you have a really good title. It feels right. It sticks. Weeks, months, even years
later, you’ll remember it. It’s a perfect wedding of words and image.
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Image Sequence

We tend to think of a photograph as a moment captured and frozen in time in order to record
some scene or express an idea. But how often does anyone take just one photograph? Unless
they shoot once, put down the camera, and never again pick it up for the rest of their lives,
people take a series of shots – perhaps of this particular situation, or of others later on that seem
important. Images always occur in a sequence. That sequence reflects over time how a person
sees, thinks, and feels.

The image sequence of a shoot

After a shoot, it’s interesting to study the series of images that roll out of your camera. What
caught your attention, at first, then later on? The sequence of photos reveals how you
approached the situation and what you tended to focus on: color, texture, shapes, people,
objects, animals, details, the big picture. You’ll start to see patterns. You might notice a shift in
how you were thinking and feeling about the situation. When you switched lens, shutter speed,
focal length, and aperture, or shifted to a different perspective, what was changing in your mind
about how you conceptualized the scene? What you neglected to shoot may say as much about
your attitude as what you did shoot. Why so many shots of trees? Why did you begin with many
shots of Joe and then took only a few of Sally?  The sequence of what and how you shoot – or
forget to shoot – is really a reflection of how your mind works and what you find important.

 



 

There is almost always a link of some kind between one image and the next. It might involve
continuity in color, perspective, texture, focusing technique, composition, or subject matter.
However, photographers may not be aware of these unconscious habits and preferences.
Although they consciously decide how to make the next shot different, they also may overlook
some of their underlying motives to change the image they are trying to capture. In the sequence
of images, some things change, some remain the same. Some of these things are conscious, some
are not. If you study the sequence of your own images, you’ll discover these patterns.

The long term sequence

These ideas are also true of images created over long periods of time. Scholars study the periods
of great artists for a reason. You can see how their artistic style, personality, and life changed
over time, as well as what remained constant. The way a person does photography now may be
quite different than how she or he did it years ago. As people and their lives change, the images
they create change.

Sequence in online photosharing

In online photo-sharing communities, the ongoing sequence of images uploaded by people
provides a glimpse in the evolution of their lives and personality. Unfortunately, in this rather
ADD, multitasking, media bombardment age of ours, very few people pay attention to their own
image stream, no less the image stream of other photographers. Despite the stop-and-go
tendency of viewing, "liking," and commenting on photos in these communities, take a few
minutes once in a while to look through a person’s whole collection. The ebb and flow of the
photographer’s personality and artistic style will become much more clear. Any particular image
also is best understood when viewed in the context of the images that came before and follow it.
In fact, sometimes the essence of an image is completely overlooked when viewed out of its
position in the history of images

If you want some deep insight into your own photography, go backwards to look at your own
image stream. You will learn something important not just about the style and subject matter of
your photography, but also how the various events and stages of your life affect your image
stream. Your image stream is, after all, a reflection of the flow of your own life. Ask yourself
these questions:

- How is my subject matter changing over time?

- How are my shooting techniques changing?

- How are my post-processing techniques changing?

- Where do these changes occur in my photostream?

- What stands out?

- What are my thoughts and feelings about these observations?



 

When answering these questions, you'll see that some aspects of your photography are changing
while others do not. What does that tell you?

Our stream of consciousness

A sequence of images is like a stream of consciousness. It might flow this way or that. It might
pick up speed, slow down, run shallow or deep. But it is continuous, with each image connected
- in sometimes hidden, fascinating, and mysterious ways - to the images surrounding it. The
human psyche itself is a swirl of memories, ideas, sensations, and feelings, all linked to each
other in complex chains of associations. A series of images in a photographer’s collection is a
glimpse into that intrapsychic world and into the person’s reflections on his or her life.
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Good and Bad Shots 

"Can't they see it's crap?"

Did you ever come across a photo that you thought
was rather ordinary, weird, or just plain bad, but
other people were bubbling over with praise for it?
Did you feel like you wanted to rattle your head or
rub your eyes, as if that might somehow free you
from this twilight zone experience?

It reminds me of the scene from the movie Art
School Confidential in which the teacher and
students enthusiastically extolled the virtues of a
seemingly plain, childish looking painting from one
of their peers, while our hero in the story, a
genuinely fine artist, bites his tongue to stop
himself from shouting “It’s crap!”

So what’s going on here? Do photographers and
artists become so jaded by an infinite supply of
images that they lose perspective about what’s
good? Do they like something just because it defies
the usual standards of good photography?

If a reputable photographer happens to proclaim it
as good, do others simply follow along in
conformity even though they don’t actually believe
it, like in that classic psychological experiment
where a person agrees that a six inch line on a piece of paper is actually a foot long just because
others in the room, whom he doesn’t know are actors, all agree that it’s a foot long?

On the other hand, if you think a shot is bad, maybe you’re wrong and the others are right.
Maybe they see or know something that you don’t. It could very well be an acquired taste for an
artistic style that you haven’t developed. 

Defining "good" art ain't easy

Many people will tell you that art is subjective, or that people have different tastes. Does that
mean that there are no universal standards about what is good and what isn’t? Some works win
prizes and get displayed in shows and museums, others don’t. How do those decisions get made?
Why does history judge some artists as geniuses but not others? And if they’re geniuses, how
come history sometimes doesn’t recognize that fact until after they’re dead?

 



 

Tricky questions. Defining good and bad art fills volumes of philosophical, historical, and
sociological text, much of it we probably would rather not want to read. Besides, what do these
kinds of questions have to do with us everyday photographers who just want to take a few good
shots? 

Use "good versus bad" to learn about photographers

Well, it means that if you took a shot that you really like, or aren’t sure about, don’t be surprised
if someone else thinks it’s ho-hum or bad. You can please some of the people some of the time,
but don’t hold your breath expecting to please all of the people all of the time, or even all of the
people some of the time. And don’t be surprised if some people really like one of your shots that
you never considered “good.”

What you also can do - and in the process learn a lot about photography as well as people – is
ask them why they do or don’t like your image. It might help to expand your understanding of
what “good versus bad” means. In fact, as a Zen master might say, you may eventually find it
valuable to forget “good” and “bad,” to set aside those concepts and move forward with what you
like about your photography.
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Favorite Photos
The Psychology of Likes

Many online photosharing communities enable you to indicate that you really like a particular
image. In Flickr there's the “fav” - a red star button above a photo that visitors can click to show
that they consider it one of their favorite images. A list of the images that a person “fav’ed” also
is available in his or her home area within Flickr and can be viewed by visitors. Statistics that
appear with an image include the number of favs it received. In other communities the gesture of
appreciation might be designated as a plus, a fav, or the traditional "like."

Even though this little reward seems to be a relatively simple type of action, it has acquired a
variety of psychological and social functions, sometimes obvious, sometimes subtle:

Personal Impact: People may fav, plus, or like an image when it has a strong emotional
impact on them. That impact might come from the meaning and/or the visual qualities of the
image, although the meaning tends to be the more influential factor, rather than simply
captivating visual qualities that result in “eye candy” images. Members describe such favs in
terms of their immediate reaction to the image, its “Wow Factor", how beautiful and inspiring it
is, how it made them laugh, its fascinating perplexities, how it speaks to them, resonates with
them, or touched them on a deep level. These types of favs, likes, and pluses may help visitors
express their appreciation of the photo when they feel its impact but are not sure why, or cannot
adequately verbalize why. Members who only fav an image when it has a powerful effect on them
tend to reserve such favs for special occasions, when photographers “earn” them.



Technical or Artistic Merit: Viewers may offer a fav, plus, or like as an acknowledgment of
the technical or artistic skill demonstrated in the photo. They might like images that
demonstrate excellent examples of their own style of photography, reveal technical and artistic
ideas that are new to them, or illustrate admirable skills even though the image itself does not
match the visitor’s preferred tastes. They might be looking for affirmation of their own
photography in others’ images, or new ways of doing photography.

When visitors wish to offer helpful feedback, the fav, plus, or like may not indicate that the
photo is actually a favorite for them, but rather that this particular image is the photographer’s
best effort, in the eyes of the visitor. In some cases a process of social conformity emerges in
which people give this reward to an image because many other people have already given it one.

Some viewers might not give a fav, plus, or like when an image has already received many of
them - perhaps out of a sense of envy, not wanting to be just another person applauding, or
perhaps because they feel the photographer has already received enough attention.

Social Support: A visitor might offer a fav, plus, or like to support and encourage other
members when they are new at doing photography, attempting something different in their
work, or taking a risk of some kind. As a form of non-verbal behavior, this type of reward serves
as an acknowledging smile, a nod of the head, a pat on the back, or applause. Beginners
appreciate such reactions as a gesture of mentoring from more experienced photographers.
People who fav, plus, or like as an indication of personal impact and technical/artistic merit tend
to do so selectively. Those who offer it for social support tend to be more liberal. Some members
who start out being very “stingy” about their rewards eventually use them more freely, most
likely in the spirit of encouraging social support.

Feeling Good: Some people find themselves offering more of these little gifts when they're in a
good mood. Others say doing so helps them feel better when they're in a bad mood. It's a well-
known fact in psychology that doing nice things for other people can make you feel good.

Friendship: The fav, plus, or like can be a gesture of friendship. People give them to friends, or
in hopes of establishing an amiable relationship. As a type of social grooming, offering one shows
enthusiasm about a friend’s performance, mostly because it is the friendship that is important
and not necessarily the image. Some members feel more inclined to reward the photos of friends
than those of acquaintances and strangers, probably because they think of the fav, plus, or like as
a sign of intimacy and camaraderie.

Social Barter: Similar to comments on a photo, a fav, plus, or like can function as an item for
bartering. When one receives a fav from a visitor, one gives a fav in return; or one may give a
plus with the hope or expectation that the other member will reciprocate. The value of the fav,
plus, or like rests not only in its being a sign of appreciation, but also in the fact that the number
of them for an image boosts its overall status in the community.



 

Efficient Communication: The fav, plus, and like can serve as a substitute for leaving a
comment on a photo when people can’t find the words to describe why they liked it, when they
don’t have time to leave a comment, or when they lack facility in the photographer’s language.
It’s a non-verbal way to indicate one’s presence in the photographer’s photostream and an
appreciation of a particular image. In some cases people consider it rude when visitors leave a
fav or plus without an accompanying comment, especially when that visitor is regarded as a
friend. However, other members are more apt to fav or plus, rather than comment, if they view
photography in terms of experiential or gut reactions rather than verbal analysis.

Remembrances: Although some members rarely look at the images that are stored in their fav
and plus collection, others do return to these photos. Using these favs or pluses as reminders of
the types of images they enjoyed, they may discover patterns in their preferences that lead to
insights about the technical, artistic, and personal dimensions of their photography. They may
wish to recapture some mood, idea, or inspiration that the image initially triggered, as in photos
that cheered them up when they were depressed. As components of one’s social network, stored
favorite photos also include links back to the image and the photostreams of those
photographers, thereby serving not just as souvenirs or reminders of those people, but also as
implicit interpersonal connections to them. In online communities that are large, complex, and
potentially overwhelming, vehicles for remembering and reconnecting, such as the fav, are
important interpersonal tools.
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Visual Riffs

The riff in music

Music is an auditory art while photography is visual. It would seem that one would have little to
offer the other. Yet some photographers find musical concepts very valuable in their work.

Let’s take the idea of the “riff” in music. It’s defined as a brief, catchy phrase that is repeated,
sometimes with a dash of improvisation, at strategic points in a piece. In classical music it's
called “ostinato,” from the Latin meaning “stubborn” (obstinate). As a persistent and clever
musical remark, the riff hooks the listener’s attention. An often cited example is the undeniably
memorable guitar riff in “Smoke on the Water” by the British rock band Deep Purple.

The riff in photography

The concept of the riff comes in handy for photographers, especially in this age of online
photosharing when we can upload an almost endless stream of images. In another article here in
Photographic Psychology, I discuss how any ongoing sequence of images involves recurring
themes, subjects, and patterns – sometimes without the photographer consciously realizing it. 

The visual riff, as I’m defining it here, would be an easily identifiable sequence of images within
the larger ongoing stream, where the photographer is making a very conscious, deliberate
attempt to repeat some obvious visual idea, with a dash of improvised variation. Hopefully eye-
catching and clever, the riff has a clear beginning and ending. Its purpose is to catch the viewer’s
attention as a specific visual phrase that stands out from the rest of the photostream. In the
sequence of images above, we see a riff on the visual idea of the bicyclist, with each image
involving a different scene, person, and post-processing.

A riff might entail such possibilities as:

- several images of the same scene, shot from different perspectives or using different shooting
techniques



 

- an obvious visual element appearing in different shots (photos of different bridges, a quirky
coffee cup in different settings, various images each containing a bright red object as the subject,
etc.)

- the same exact photo post-processed in different ways

- the same unusual post-processing technique applied to different photos 

Progression, temporality, rhythm

The visual riff is similar in some respects to what photographers might intend when they create a
collage or organize their images into sets, as they often do in online photosharing communities.
A difference, I’m suggesting, is that the riff is a sequence of images, one after the other, which
implies a progression, temporality, and rhythm, as in the notes of a riff in music. Because a
collage is a presentation of images as a Gestalt whole, it automatically suggests a sense of
intended unity. So too a set, because it was created as a collection organized according to some
shared similarity, has a built-in sense of unison. The integrity and cohesiveness of the riff, on the
other hand, comes from the persistently or “stubbornly” repeated visual element across a series
of photos.

Why bother with visual riffs? First of all, we humans often derive some pleasure from the
familiarity of reiteration. As Prince said, there is joy in repetition. More importantly, perhaps, is
the fact that creativity often thrives when certain restrictions are placed on it. If you are forced to
shoot the same exact scene from different perspectives, or to experiment with different ways of
post-processing the same photo, or to find another clever place to put that coffee cup, you will be
exercising your creative muscles and visual sensitivities. When you present the best of these
images as a riff within your online photostream, you are encouraging other people to share your
realization that, “here’s a persistent visual idea, but there’s more than one way to see, think, and
feel about it.”

 Image Sequence 
 Viewpoint
 Image Shaping (post-processing)

 



Image Therapeutics

Can photography be therapeutic?

Psychologists and other mental health professionals think so. They define something as
“therapeutic” if it enhances insight into yourself, promotes the awareness and expression of
underlying feelings, and moves your identity into new, more rewarding directions. All of these
things are possible through photography on at least three different levels: 

1. The therapeutic qualities of taking and post-processing photos
2. The therapeutic qualites of viewing and reflecting on images
3. The therapeutic qualities of sharing and discussing images with others 

Some theories claim that images are a powerful vehicle for psychological expression. They enable
you to communicate experiences that cannot be captured easily by words, or that might in fact
be distorted by conscious attempts to verbalize them. They contain symbols that point to things
unseen, to deeper layers of the mind. Like dreams, they are highly creative constructions that
convey a wide range of emotions, memories, needs, and wishes. Because a picture is worth a
thousand words, many ideas can be condensed into a single image, making it a powerful way to
represent your identity. A photograph can be a concrete, external representation of what you are,
fear, or need to be. It offers a seemingly more real and tangible form for internal experiences
that otherwise might elude you. By providing an identifiable representation of your inner life, a
photo can help you master the problematic aspects of your personality.



 

Drawing pictures and describing the images one sees inside one's mind have been an important
component of psychotherapy for decades. More recently, in the form of psychotherapy known as
“phototherapy,” people are encouraged to discuss their personal and family snapshots. Judy
Weiser, one of the pioneers of this type of work, identifies five different categories of
photographs that can be explored in phototherapy: 

Self-portraits, which clearly serve as representations of your identity encouraing you look at
yourself from an objective viewpoint. When given the opportunity, how do you choose to “create”
yourself in an image? Does it express your real self, your ideal self, or what you fear about
yourself? Is it how you want others to see you? Does it reveal something about your identity that
might not be obvious to some people?

Shots taken of you by other people, which help you understand how others see you, what
they value about you, and the nature of your relationship to them. How do their perceptions of
you and your relationships compare to your own perceptions? 

Photos taken or collected by you, which reveal what you think is important in life, as well as
give you a sense of mastery over those things that you “capture.” In a sense, any photo you take
or like is a self-portrait because it says something about you. 

Your photo albums or collections, which reflect your attempt to organize your personal and
family history. What do you include and exclude from your collection? What does this say about
how you want to remember, as well as present to others, your vision of yourself, friends, and
family? 

Your reaction to any photo, because no two people see the same photo in exactly the same
way. Each of us project our own personal feelings, memories, and meanings into a picture.
Everyone’s perspective is valid. Accepting this means accepting each other. 

Therapeutic Photography versus Photo Therapy

Image therapeutics is by no means limited to the context of professional psychotherapy. Some
people use the term “therapeutic photography” to refer to the growth-promoting process of
creating pictures on one’s own. As we all know, digital photography and the Internet have made
it so easy to create and share images that many people are doing so. Perhaps one of the
attractions of modern photography is its potential as a therapeutic activity. It provides us with a
compelling new form of personal growth. 

Sharing Photos Online

Online photosharing communities are thriving with millions of members and billions of photos.
In some cases they are the newest manifestation of the support group or "mutual aid" movement
that began in the 1960s. As in art therapy, creating an image is a process of self-insight,
emotional catharsis, the working through of conflicts, and the affirmation of one's evolving
identity. Going public with the image may enhance that process. We can learn about ourselves
and help each other by sharing our photos.



 

It's not uncommon in online photosharing communities to find groups devoted to a particular
types of mental health issues – such as anxiety, depression, bipolar disorder, eating disorders,
borderline personality disorders, dissociative identity disorders, obsessive-compulsive disorders,
self-harm, suicide, stress, and ADHD. Such groups are grass roots illustrations of image
therapeutics.

One doesn't necessarily have to belong to these types of groups to experience the therapeutic
aspects of image creation and sharing. Ask people who participate in any kind of photosharing -
via their computer or phone - to hear how they personally benefit from it. How do they use it to
share their thoughts, feelings, and their lives?
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Image Descriptions

When showing a photo to people, we often find ourselves having to decide whether we want to
say anything about it, either before they see it or while they look at it. Should we explain it in
some way, or offer some kind a description to help the person understand what we intended?

This decision confronts almost everyone who belongs to an online photo-sharing group. The
software in such groups often includes a feature for presenting a text description along with the
photo, if one decides to use it. Whether or not photographers offer that accompanying text, and
what text they provide, affects the impact the image has on its viewers. Some descriptions are
short and pithy. Others are quite long and may even serve as stories or essays.



 

Photos without any accompanying descriptions encourage viewers to explore the image on their
own without forcing any particular interpretation or explanation, particularly if the photo also
has no title. It allows viewers to project themselves into the image, creating their own
explanation and meaning. 

People also might present their photography without any accompanying text as a way to
maintain privacy and anonymity, especially when the image contains elements about one's life.
As a type of compromise, the image reveals aspects of their identity, beliefs, and lifestyle, while
the absence of text protects their confidentiality.

Most of the time, though, we want to say something about the shot. What we say may serve a
variety of purposes:

A Life Narrative: We explain how the photo reveals something about our lives, perhaps some
event, location, person, animal, or object. We may describe why it is meaningful or important to
us, what it says about our personality, beliefs, and lifestyle, or how it indicates what we like and
don't like. It's not unusual for the description to sound like a story. What led up to this scene?
What happened next? In fact, our experiences with childhood storybooks probably motivates us
to offer such images with an accompanying narration. 

Technical Explanations: We feel we need to explain some technical aspect of the photo.
Maybe there's something usual about it, or maybe we used a particular technique that we want
to describe. If there was a problem in how we took or processed the shot, we might want to
acknowledge that dilemma.

Clarification and Identification: If the shot is in some way ambiguous, we might offer
clarification. Maybe something in the shot is dark or blurry. Maybe the viewer needs to know
who the subject is, where the shot was taken, or its social context. Whatever the case, we offer
the explanation in order to steer viewers onto the right track so they can appreciate the shot as
we intended.

Conversation Starters: Some descriptions serve the purpose of launching a discussion - about
lifestyles, preferences, or beliefs - that may only be tangentially related to the image. 

Commentary: Although it's not a common practice in face-to-face situations, people in online
photo-sharing communities often use a photo as a springboard for a social, political, or
philosophical statement. The photo might even be a "seeing is believing" reinforcement of the
photographer's commentary. 

Puzzlers and Jokes: The description presents the image as a puzzle or game that the viewer is
challenged to tackle. For example, is there some hidden element, or an anomaly that requires
explanation? The description might also set the stage for seeing the image as humor.

Artistic Expression: Some people, especially in online photo-sharing communities, like to
offer poems, lyrics, or quotes to accompany the image. Artistic self-expression often motivates
them. They might provide dialogue as a way to give a voice to the people, animals, or even
objects in the image - not unlike the script that would accompany a scene from a movie.



Although images, in and of themselves, can have a powerful impact on people, it is the
combination of the image with a description that launches the potential for a relationship
between photographers and their visitors. This is especially true in online photo-sharing groups.
Photographers become more real as people via the accompanying text they offer. They use text to
give visitors more information to work with when commenting on images. Text invites them to
spend more time considering the image and to show more commitment in understanding it and
the photographer. For this reason, some photographers feel disconnected and misunderstood
when visitors obviously have paid little or no attention to the description, as when a viewer
offers the comment "Beautiful Sunset!" on an image that the photographer described as a
sunrise. The viewers' neglect in understanding the image, and the photographer, might even
come across as callous or toxic when they offer comments indicating that they obviously
overlooked the photographer's personal self-disclosures in the text descriptions. If someone
presents a photo of their dog, with a description about mourning the pet's death, then a viewer's
comment "You've got such a cute dog!" is not going to sit well with the photographer
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Johari's Window

Johari’s window is a concept used in psychology to explain knowledge in interpersonal
relationships. It's named after its inventors, Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham. Often portrayed as
a diagram in a two-by-two square shape - but here, of course, illustrated with a photo! - it
depicts the four possible combinations of what is known and unknown to self and other. Let’s
take a look at how Johari’s window applies to situations in which you share your photograph
with others. We’ll start with the upper left window pane.

1. Known to Self / Known to Other

Let’s say when other people see your photo, they offer comments about it. Maybe they say
something about its subject matter, its visual qualities, the techniques used to create it, or an
idea being expressed. If you nod your head in agreement, because you’re aware of these things
and probably intended them, then this is the first pane of Johari’s window: things about the
image that are known to self and other. Psychologists call this the "open" quadrant.



 

Most of the time this will be a satisfying experience. You created the photo with a specific
purpose in mind and people acknowledge it. That’s what sharing photographs is all about:
successful communication. The more you share photos with others, the bigger this quadrant gets.

2. Known to Self / Unknown to Other

If we slide over to the pane on the top right, we run into a situation that usually isn’t so
rewarding. People aren’t aware of the idea you’re trying to express in the image. They don’t
notice the techniques you used. They just don’t get it and you perhaps end up feeling
unappreciated, frustrated, and misunderstood – especially if you were attempting to express
some personal thought or feeling in the image.

What then? Well, you might conclude that your image did not succeed in its attempt to
communicate, so you go back to the drawing board and try again. Or you explain the photo.

As they say in interpersonal psychology, you might even “self-disclose” to help people
understand the personal thought or feeling that you were trying to convey. If that works and
they now get it, you successfully managed to slide back over to the first pane.

Sometimes people actually may be aware of your purpose and efforts in creating the photo, but
they just don’t say anything about it. In that case a little bit of inquiry on your part will help you
realize that you’re really in a Pane #1 situation – although it sure would be nice for people to
acknowledge what they understand without your having to probe to find out.

In other situations people do not realize something about the image that you deliberately didn't
reveal. Maybe there's something personal about the photo that you would rather not disclose, or
it entails one of your photography secrets. Psychologists call this the "hidden" quadrant.

3. Unknown to Self / Known to Other

Let’s move on to the lower left pane. This is where things start to get interesting - in this "blind"
quadrant. People detect aspects of your photo that you hadn’t noticed yourself, sometimes even
when you had put a lot of thought and effort into creating the image! If the person points out a
flaw, that might be a bit upsetting, as when you didn’t notice the utility pole extending out of the
subject’s head. It’s a reminder of how your eye can develop blind spots.

On the other hand, people may point out something admirable about the image that you hadn’t
considered yourself. Maybe it’s something about the composition or the idea being expressed.
Images can be so subtle and complex that you can’t notice everything. Sometimes you even
overlook an important feature that made it a good shot!

Lightbulbs really start popping over your head when psychologically astute people perceive
something about your personality or lifestyle in the photo even though you had not intended to
reveal it. In interpersonal psychology they would say that the other person’s “feedback” triggered
an insight for you.

With that insight you have now moved back to Pane #1, while on the way feeling an empathic
connection with that person.



 

This is one of the outcomes of sharing photographs that can be quite fascinating, although
sometimes a bit intimidating too. We don’t always realize the unconscious forces that shape our
photography. If we take other people's point of view, the situation might be tricky for them as
well. Would you point out something about an image when it's clear that the photographer
doesn't realize it? How do you do that?

4. Unknown to Self / Unknown to Other

The last pane in Johari’s window, on the bottom right, is the most elusive. It's the "unknown"
quadrant. Is there something important about your photograph that neither you nor the other
person recognize? Perhaps both of you haven’t taken the time or don’t have the eye to notice
something subtle about the concept, composition, or technique. Or maybe it’s something about
your personality that’s so subtle or hidden that neither of you can see it.

But how do you know the difference between a situation where there’s something important
that’s unknown to self and other and a situation where there’s nothing important to be known?

You don’t. That's why it's the mysterious "unknown" quadrant. You’ll only find out by discussing
the photo with others, by self-disclosure and feedback. That process might lead you to Pane #3,
where the other person comes to realize something about the image that you still don’t. It might
lead to Pane #2, where you arrive at an insight into your work while the other person still does
not. If the purpose of photography is successful communication with others and even within
your own psyche, the process ideally leads once again back to Pane #1, where both of you gain a
new understanding of the image and what it means.
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Avatars and Icons

In many online groups, people chose an image, often called an “icon” or “avatar,” to represent
themselves. Usually it’s a tiny square image that accompanies the text messages or other images
that they use to communicate with others. In some virtual worlds like Second Life, the avatar is
bigger, modifiable, and an actual “being” who interacts physically with other avatars in that
world. The icon may be an actual photograph of the person, but not always. It can take on a wide
variety of forms.

Whatever choice people make, their icons always possess psychological and emotional
characteristics. Sometimes the qualities of the icons directly parallel the personality
characteristics of their owners. They may consciously recognize this connection and choose the
icons for that reason.

In some cases people may not realize they possess the traits depicted in their icons, even though
their friends or family members might be able to see that correlation. And in some cases the
association between the characteristics of icons and their owners may be hidden from both the
owners as well as from the people who know them.



 

It’s rarely a simple formula in which the qualities of the avatar directly reflect the personality of
the individual who chooses it. Sometimes the icon represents something that one wishes to be
true about oneself. It might reflect a trait that one hopes to develop. It might represent an
idealized version of oneself. It might even present characteristics that are the opposite of how
one usually appears. Icons might express what people fear to be true about themselves, even
though it may not be true at all. It may reflect some negative aspect of their identity that they
express through the icon. To make matters even more complex, a single icon may serve several
of these functions simultaneously.

It's not unusual for people to change their icons. Some do so often, others rarely. Switching
avatars may reflect the need to express a new aspect of your identity, being tired of the “old” you,
or a desire for others to perceive you differently. Switching icons too frequently may make it
more difficult for others to recognize who you are. Your identity may even seem a bit unstable. 

The Real Person: Many people use photos of themselves as their icons. Essentially, it’s a tiny
self-portrait, a literal snapshot of some aspect of their personality. Depending on facial
expression, body language, clothes, and image processing, the avatar could express almost
anything about them. Because icons tend to be small, the psychological characteristics of a full
figure shot will depend on the person’s body language and how the image is processed. The
qualities of a head shot will be determined largely by the facial expression chosen: friendly,
serious, seductive, inquisitive, etc. Due to the typically small size of an icon, people sometimes
choose to show only part of their face: eyes, for people who want that emotionally powerful
psyche-to-psyche connection, or lips, for a more sensual and seductive appearance. How clearly
the person can be seen in the icon may reveal how much they want their true self revealed. 

Animals: Because animals symbolize certain attributes in myth as well as popular culture (e.g.,
strength, loyalty, grace, independence, cunningness, transcendence), the animal chosen for an
icon probably holds psychological significance for the person - perhaps representing some real
aspect of his or her identity, or some characteristic admired by the person. Thinking in the
tradition of the Native American, we might even regard an animal icon as being an individual's
"totem" - i.e., a symbol of one's essential nature or potential. 

Cartoons: While younger people may be more inclined to don cartoon icons, older folks might
use them as well. The psychological significance of the cartoon character probably affects the
choice made by the person. People select characters with whom they identify or admire. Some
cartoon characters have very specific cultural significance and may even represent archetypal
personality types (e.g., Bugs Bunny as the confident trickster; Aladdin's genie as the powerful but
benevolent friend). Rather than relying on childhood cartoon figures, some adults use cartoon
avatars of a more sophisticated style - some of these classified as "anime." The psychological
tone of these icons tend to be more seductive, whimsical, or mysterious.

Celebrities: Celebrity icons tend to follow trends in popular culture. There may be a variety of
motives behind their use. People may want to express personality traits or social issues that are
associated with the celebrity's image (sensuality, intelligence, power, corruption, rebellion, etc.).
They may identify with, desire, or be poking fun at these attributes. Or they may hope to bolster
their self-esteem and identity by establishing their connection to the celebrity. 



Menacing Icons: Everyone has a dark or “evil” side to his or her personality. Usually it has
something to do with aggressive fantasies and/or feelings of guilt. Note how many Halloween
costumes fit this category. As a form of sublimation, evil costumes allow people to safely - and
even creatively - express their dark side. Some people may use evil or aggressive avatars as a way
(consciously or unconsciously) to alienate or "put off" other people. This might indicate their
anxiety about intimacy and being vulnerable. 

Power: Power icons are symbols of... well... power. Many, if not all, people have conscious or
unconscious fantasies of omnipotence. Who wouldn't want strength and invulnerability? These
types of icons seem to be most common among male adolescent users. In some cases the power
theme is benign. Sometimes not, which may be a variation of the "evil" avatar. 

Seduction: These might include partially naked or scantily clothed figures. Some people using
seductive icons wish to be admired as an attractive, sexy individual, without necessarily being
interested in flirting. A seductive, sexy, or simply attractive icon can have a powerful impact on
other people. Even though they suspect or know for sure that the real person looks nothing like
the icon, they tend to be attracted to it nevertheless. Perhaps some people enjoy the illusion of
interacting with (and hopefully winning over) an attractive person. Perhaps, as many critics of
contemporary culture claim, some people can't resist the temptation of superficial appearances,
despite knowing better. Or perhaps some people are just curious, "Who *IS* that person using
that sexy icon?" 

Strange Icons: Some icons are unusual, strange, and downright bizarre images - perhaps
revealing people who like to startle, surprise, or play tricks on others. Truly bizarre avatars might
make you wonder about the person's grasp of social appropriateness, or even their mental health.
Very unusual icons are most popular among adolescents - for whom extreme behavior is a way to
express independence and individuality, or to test the limits of what others will conventions will
tolerate. 

Abstracts: Abstract icons tend to be used by people who enjoy visual design and non-verbal
conceptual thinking. Because such inanimate icons tend to appear impersonal as a
representation of a human being, other people may find it a bit difficult to sense a real person
behind the icon.

These are just some of the types of avatars people may choose, and some of the reasons why they
use them. If you look around you'll see others. And if you ask people why they chose their
particular avatar, you'll not only discover other motives behind this aspect of self-representation
in cyberspace, but you'll also probably make a personal connection with those people.

 Online Photo-Sharing Communities 
 Johari's Window
 The Varieites of Self Portrait Experiences





Conceptual Photography

We live in an age of concepts and images.
Consider images that attempt to sell us a
“concept car” - or celebrities and politicians
who worry about how their “image.” The
words concept and image sometimes seem
almost interchangeable. This is because the
visual image provides a powerful pathway
for the expression of a concept.

Photographs are particularly effective. A
picture is worth a thousand words, which
means a variety of ideas can be condensed
into a single photo. Photographs also offer
a seemingly more real, tangible depiction of
concepts that otherwise seem abstract or
elusive. For all of these reasons, pictures
are used extensively in advertisements,
movies, videos, magazines, and books to
convey an idea. Conceptual photographs
often appear in instructional presentations
and textbooks on any subject matter you
can imagine. However, our educational
system emphasizes the refinement of conceptual thinking via language and semantics, while
paying relatively little attention to the development of visual literacy – i.e., how we create and
analyze images as expressions of an idea.

That’s the purpose of this article. But before I discuss the nuts and bolts of doing conceptual
photography, let’s take a brief detour into the ideas underlying conceptual photography.

Is Conceptual Photography Art?

Beginning in the early 20th century, a few defiant artists protested the emphasis the art world
placed on the aesthetics and materials used to create art. They railed against the over-
commercialization of art objects in the money-conscious world of galleries and museums, where
the value of any given work rested primarily on the fact that a very skilled person created it
using idealized aesthetic methods. The protests reached a peak in the 1950’s when the sculptor
Edward Kienholz coined the term “conceptual art” that inspired a new movement related to
minimalism. Rather than focusing on the masterful execution of aesthetic decisions, this new
movement emphasized the CONCEPT that gives rise to a work of art. It isn’t so much the beauty
of a piece that was important, or the materials and techniques used, but rather the idea it
expresses. In the often cited quote from 1967, Sol LeWitt offered his explanation of the process:



 

“In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work.
When an artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and
decisions are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea
becomes a machine that makes the art.”

On one level, this point of view works well for artists because they are free to use an idea as the
guide in creating a work, rather than being restrained by aesthetic standards about how things
are supposed to done. On the other hand, it creates a problem too. If the conceptual artist’s
primary concern is getting the idea across, and skillful craftsmanship doesn’t matter as much
because the execution can be perfunctory, do you end up with a work that accurately portrays
the concept but appears rather mediocre, so much so that people don’t appreciate or even
recognize it as art? Think about how some people react to minimalist and abstract pieces with
the comment, “My five year old could do that!” Conceptual art, for some people, isn’t art at all.

I mention these issues because they pose a dilemma for photography. Early in its history and to
this day, critics claim that a photograph is simply a visual capture of something out there in the
world. They use that criticism as one strike against photography as art. Add to that the notion
suggested by some authors that conceptual photography is relatively easy, even for amateurs,
because you don’t have to worry about artistic or even technical matters like f-stops and shutter
speed: just get the concept right…. Strike two against photography as conceptual art.

Fortunately, there is no strike three and you’re out. In fact, I’d like to step into the game here
and call a foul. My baseball analogy isn’t spot on, but I suspect you know where I’m going. Good
conceptual artists, photographers or otherwise, will tell you that highly developed skills in
technique and artistic composition help a great deal in hitting that home run of creating an
excellent conceptual work. You could take a blurry, over-exposed, discolored, terribly framed
shot of old people dancing hip-hop with smiles on their faces, claim that it portrays the idea of
being forever young, and you’d be right. But if you nailed the depth of field, exposure, color, and
composition so that the joy of their youthful age leaped right out of the photo, your photographic
bat succeeded in connecting to the conceptual ball with a resounding crack.

I’d also like to add that the execution of the concept isn’t necessarily perfunctory and
mechanical, as LeWitt and others have suggested. The process might be very challenging and
creative, especially when dealing with complex or elusive concepts. I’ll even go so far as to say
that turning ideas into photos SHOULD be challenging, creative, and artistic when developing
truly interesting conceptual photographs, and that the decisions might be made before, during,
and even after the shot. More about that later in this article.

The “Concept” in Conceptual Photography

What is a concept anyway? The dictionary will tell you that it’s a generalized idea of a thing or a
class of things. It’s an abstract thought in the human mind rather than a concrete, tangible entity
in the physical world. The thing you’re sitting on is the particular thing that you’re sitting on.
“Chair” is the concept that we apply to it and all things with a similar appearance and function.

In his work “One and Three Chairs,” the conceptual artist Joseph Kosuth presented a typed out
definition of the word “chair,” a photograph of a chair, and the actual physical chair. The real
chair is the thing itself. The typed definition is the concept of chair semantically constructed with
words and language, which is how the mind often forms concepts.



 

But what about the photograph? Is that image also a concept? Psychology does talk about visual
as well as verbal concept formation. Conceptual thinking can operate through visualizations.
Even though a photograph is a representation of a particular thing rather than a generalized idea
about things, it isn’t that particular physical thing itself. You can’t sit in a photograph of a chair.
We could therefore argue that a shot of a chair, or of anything, is a very simple form of
conceptual photography because it’s not the actual thing, but a representation of that thing, a
representation that has been taken away from or “abstracted” from the real world.

Of course a shot of a chair to express the idea of “chair” isn’t terribly interesting as conceptual
photography – not nearly as interesting as creating a photograph to capture the idea of
“freedom,” “motherhood,” or “psychosis.” We also could easily get bogged down in theoretical
debates about whether an image of a chair really is a concept.

That’s not necessary for our purposes. Instead, what I’d like to emphasize here is much more
practical and down-to-earth. Kosuth’s work shows us that words, images, and the real things
they represent are all intertwined in conceptual photography. As we’ll see later in this article,
learning how to work with the images, words, and real things that we associate with a particular
concept improves our skill in this photographic genre.

The image in particular plays a pivotal mediating role in the intersection of language and
physical reality. In conceptual photography, we take a generalized idea based on the meaning of
words and transform it into an image which is more specific and tangible. Conceptual
photography turns an abstract idea into a specific visual form with substance. It propels the
concept it represents towards the concrete physical world.

What Does It Mean, and to Whom?

The conceptual photographer strives to bring a message to the viewer. It might be a political
statement, a social commentary, or in the case of my work, the portrayal of a psychological idea
about people, relationships, and emotions. The viewers’ task is to figure out what the message is.
The photographer encourages them to ask themselves, “What does this photo mean?”

Some conceptual photographers work hard at making the answer to that question as specific as
possible. They want the photo to convey one particular idea, regardless of who is looking at it and
what that person’s background might be. They might even claim that the meaning of the image is
exactly what they intended and only what they intended. If you see a photo of a sickly looking
man, grasping his chest, coughing up smoke, with a lit cigarette in his hand, the message is
clear: smoking is bad for your health. Rather than simply presenting a conceptual “fact,” some
conceptual photographers persuade people to think a certain way about an issue, and may even
encourage them to change their feelings and beliefs about it.

Other conceptual photographers take a different approach. In the photo they offer up a general
concept, but they design the image in such a way that viewers might interpret the meaning more
subjectively, according to their own expectations, feelings, and backgrounds. The photographer
steers viewers into a conceptual ballpark, then encourages them to decide for themselves what in
particular the photo might mean. If we see in a photo a pack of cigarettes on a table, next to a
line of cocaine and a pair of dice, with someone’s folded hands in the background, the concept
seems to be “addiction,” but the exact meaning is open to interpretation.



 

The purpose of these kinds of conceptual photographs is to get people to think about a particular
idea, usually by drawing on their own feelings, expectations, and memories.

In psychology the Thematic Apperception Test consists of cards containing pictures that pull for
ideas about people. For example, one picture seems to be about a father/son relationship.
Another shows a man standing above and apparently hypnotizing someone lying down with eyes
closed. Subjects are asked to make up a story based on what they see in the cards. But the
pictures are ambiguous. The father and son don’t look especially happy, so their relationship
must be problematic, but how so? The hypnotist is controlling the person lying down, but for
what purpose? Due to the ambiguity of these conceptual images, subjects tend to project
meanings into the story they tell based on their own emotions and life experiences.

This process of “projection” is similar to what happens when people view the more ambiguous
types of conceptual photographs. The photo presents the container of a general concept or idea,
but then people fill that container with their own personal meanings. Some artists would say that
this is what their work is all about – to open a door to an idea, allowing people to enter and
explore on their own.

And so the question is more than simply “What does it mean?” It is more like “What does it
mean to whom?” The photographer either has a specific or more open-ending concept to convey
via the image, but how well do viewers detect that specific concept, and what ideas, if any, do
they project into the more ambiguous image? If the image is more than just the photographer’s
straightforward depiction of the “facts” concerning a particular concept, if it’s an attempt to
persuade the viewer to think a certain way about that concept, does it succeed? These are the
essential questions of conceptual photography.

The Sender, Channel, and Receiver

Social psychology has some useful ideas about communication to offer the conceptual
photographer. It talks about the sender of a message, the receiver of the message, and the
channel through which the message passes. The photographer is the sender, the photo is the
channel, and the viewer is the receiver. Each of the three elements plays an important role in the
impact of the conceptual message.

First of all, the photographer as sender should have a clear understanding of the concept. If your
knowledge of it is fuzzy, then your visual communication of it will be fuzzy too. Make an effort to
gain some mastery of the concept you want to portray. Otherwise, create a more open-ended
image that gives viewers leeway in interpreting the possible ideas behind the image. The viewers’
feedback might in turn help the photographer better understand the concept.

“Sender credibility” makes a difference in whether viewers are willing to accept the ideas being
portrayed in an image. Social psychological research shows that a highly credible sender is
someone who is perceived as trustworthy, reliable as a source of information, motivated to be
truthful, dynamic, warm, friendly, and possessing an expertise on the subject. Any given
conceptual photographer probably does not possess all these qualities, but this research does
help explain why viewers quickly endorse some conceptual photos while ignoring or devaluing
other images of equal quality.



 

Social psychology would suggest that a photo is a more effective channel for the concept when it
is free from as much “noise” as possible. Although too much film grain or noise might indeed
make a photo difficult to view and therefore foil an understanding of the intended concept, this
isn’t what social psychology means by noise. Instead, noise is anything that obscures the
communication of the message. If you intend to depict a specific idea, make the image complete,
clear, and explicit in how it visually portrays it. Ambiguous or contradictory elements in the
photo create noise. Redundancy - using two or more visual strategies to convey the concept -
helps eliminate noise. The conceptual photo also minimizes noise when it’s appropriate to the
viewer’s frame of reference. You wouldn’t design the same photo for both adults and children, or
experts and novices, or for all viewers regardless of their gender, interest patterns, and cultural
background. When creating a conceptual photograph, it’s a very good idea to consider what
audience will most likely perceive the image as intended.

Various psychological processes determine how accurately the viewer perceives the ideas
portrayed in the image. As I just mentioned, “assimilation” occurs when viewers interpret the
message according their own personality, frame of reference, and belief system. They may not
notice elements of a photo that are unfamiliar to them, or they might misperceive those elements
according to what they know from past experience. If a photo is visually complex, people might
resort to “leveling” in which they reduce what they see to only a few elements. This leveling
might narrow their understanding of a complex conceptual photograph or even derail the
photographer’s attempt to convey a particular idea. In “sharpening” the viewers focus on one
element of the photo, take it out of the larger context, and then build their reactions around that
selective perception. For all these reasons, some photographers like to keep their conceptual
images as straightforward and simple as possible in order to insure that people focus on the
intended message.

To evaluate the sender, channel, and receiver variables, it’s a good idea to do a test run. Show
your conceptual image to people, then inquire about what they saw in the photo, how their
personality and background influenced their interpretation of the concept, and how their
perceptions of you, the photographer, affected their reactions. Posting your images in an online
photo-sharing community provides an excellent opportunity to understand the wide variety of
ways people might react to your conceptual work.



 

Concept Difficulty

Some concepts are easier to portray in a photograph than others. “Car” won’t give you much
trouble, but how about “existential anxiety?”

The more you can associate a concept with a concrete thing or situation in the real world, the
easier you can represent it in a photo. “Car” is simple because it’s an abstract term for a category
of real things. Existential anxiety, on the other hand, doesn’t immediately conjure up a thought
of something familiar in the physical world. That’s going to be a tougher concept to portray.

“Car” also isn’t terribly interesting as a conceptual photograph, unless you want to convey some
message about cars. Messages involve a collection of integrated ideas, which makes them more
challenging to represent in a photo. For example, are cars harmful to the environment? A car
oozing oil into a beautiful lake conveys that idea rather nicely. Because both “cars” and “harmed
environment” are concepts with ready-make referents in the real world, we can convey that
message without too much effort.

Now try “Existential anxiety comes from meaninglessness.” No doubt you’re scratching your
head trying to imagine that photo.

States of mind and subjective human experiences tend to be more challenging to represent as the
concept of a visual image. They are often subtle, elusive, and intangible. That’s why existential
anxiety and meaningless pose a problem. Exceptions include those internal experiences that
correspond to observable behaviors.

For example, we can quickly identify the facial expressions associated with basic emotions like
anger and sadness, so if you want to convey the message that anger is burdensome, create an
image of luggage with an angry face. Whenever you plan to create a conceptual photo about an
internal human experience, start with the question, “What behaviors reveal it?”

Some messages in conceptual photography are evaluative: something is “good” or “bad.” These
kinds of photos tend to be easier to create than those that do not propose an evaluation, simply
because “good” and “bad” are ideas that we can usually capture without too much trouble. We
can think of all sorts of visual things that are good and bad. A photo of happy and vigorous
looking people who are exercising clearly conveys the message “Exercise is good for your health.”
By contrast, “Exercise requires dedication” will be a more tricky conceptual photograph.

Three tools will come in handy when dealing with challenging concepts: a dictionary, a
thesaurus, and an online image search engine.

A dictionary definition of a conceptual term can give you insights into its various meanings,
while a thesaurus will point you towards similar and opposing ideas. What you discover might
trigger visualizations that can help you depict the concept. If you plug the conceptual term, or
similar conceptual terms suggested by the dictionary and thesaurus, into an online image search
engine, you’ll discover how other people tried to visually capture that concept.

The most challenging concepts will be those with complex and varied definitions as indicated by
the dictionary, with numerous synonyms and antonyms as revealed in the thesaurus, and with
search engine hits that show lots and all kinds of images.



Creating Titles and Descriptions

Creating titles and descriptive captions for images helps guarantee that viewers will understand
that a particular concept is being illustrated, particularly when the concept is elusive or complex.
A title by itself might be enough to launch people into the correct interpretation, but adding a
description seals the deal by explaining the details of why and how the photo depicts the concept.
You might explain the ideas behind the image as well as the shooting, post-processing, and
composition techniques you chose to illustrate them. Because online photo-sharing communities
often provide tools for creating image titles and descriptions, they are ideal places for presenting
conceptual photographs.

Of course you don’t have to clearly explain the photo in the title and description. You might use
them to supplement the ideas in the image, perhaps explaining aspects of the concept that the
image did not depict. You might simply allude to the concept in the title, thereby enticing and
even teasing viewers to figure out the rest. For the ultimate in conceptual photography puzzlers,
you could create titles and descriptions that don’t seem related to the ideas in the picture, or that
blatantly contradict them. But be prepared for the possibility that people might simply be
confused. Also prepare yourself for the fact that some viewers will not see the image the way you
intended, even when you do explain the concept in the title and description.

Symbolism, Metaphors, Similes, and Anthropomorphism

Symbols, metaphors, and similes are very useful
when designing conceptual photographs.
Although these terms have slightly different
meanings, they all boil down to the same basic
idea. How does this stand for that? How is this
thing like some other thing? How does one
thing represent or resemble something else? In
a sense, these are the most basic questions of all
conceptual photography because we start with
an abstract concept, then try to determine what
visual things might stand for, resemble, and
represent that concept. “Meaninglessness” is
like chaos, emptiness, having no direction, or
going in circles. Having said that, we’re already
off to a good start in creating that conceptual
photo of “existential anxiety.” How about using
total blackness, a visual mess, or someone or
something going in circles?

Symbols can be archetypal, cultural, or
personal. The archetypal symbols hold a
universal meaning for all humans. In many if
not all cultures, water suggests birth and
cleansing, circles indicate unity, and bridges
signify transition.



 

Cultural symbols also have widespread meaning, but a meaning that might be specific to
particular societies. The color white might symbolize purity in one civilization, death in another.
When deciding on a graphical symbol for a photo, think about whether you want to pick an
archetypal one that maximizes the likelihood viewers will grab the specific meaning you
intended, or a more ambiguous or complex symbol that allows viewers to interpret the concept
in different ways. Also pay careful attention to symbols and metaphors that might have a
particular personal meaning to you, but not necessarily other people. For you “white” is like the
childhood joy of eating vanilla ice cream. Others might not see it that way.

When brainstorming about possible symbols to use in a conceptual photograph, try checking out
websites that describe the wide variety of symbols appearing in literature, the visual arts, and
dreams. Different colors can represent different emotions. A particular type of house, tree, or
animal can symbolize a particular type of person. A person in a photo whose identity is hidden
might stand for all people. Through the process of anthropomorphism, in which we inject
human characteristics into non-human things, almost any object or scene can stand for a
human, a human quality, or a human activity.

In fact, anthropomorphism comes in very handy when designing photographs for concepts that
aren’t necessarily about people. By attributing human qualities and activities to the concept,
people will more quickly grasp its meaning. Whatever the concept might be, fill in the blank for
the sentence, “This is the same as if people…”

We can use any type of photography for conceptual work, whether it’s portraits, landscapes,
animals, nature, street photography, still life, macros, architectural, or abstracts. In part that’s
because there are all sorts of concepts to express about humans, animals, nature, and
architecture. It’s also due to the fact that symbolism, metaphors, and anthropomorphism
encourage us to adapt insights from a very wide range of visual experiences in order to express a
concept. It won't be possible to master the technical aspects of all these different types of
photography, but anyone dedicated to creating conceptual images would benefit greatly from
developing the basic skills in composing these various types of shots. Experimenting with
different types of photography also expands one's technical and artistic capabilities.

Composition and Post-Processing Techniques

Although some might claim that artistic or technical skill doesn’t necessarily play a significant
role in conceptual photography, I personally can’t imagine how such skills can be ignored in
creating good conceptual photographs.

Those people who belong to the minimalist tradition might create an image that focuses on a
single subject to illustrate a single idea. They might use a clean white background, with no visual
distractions, so the viewer’s attention is focused exclusively on the one subject and the one idea it
represents. For example, think of Warhol’s can of soup. But even under these seemingly simple
conditions, the photographer needs to make some artistic and post-processing decisions to
enhance the particular idea being expressed. Should the soup can be centered in the frame, to
emphasize that it’s rather stable but boring, or placed in a more dynamic rule of thirds position?
Is it a dreamy, ethereal, soft-focused can of soup, as if delivered from heaven, or is it a hard
contrast and boldly colored product that wants to get in your face?



 

Other conceptual photographers like to load up their photo with objects, people, and symbols in
order to create a broad conceptual landscape that expresses a variety of meanings surrounding a
particular concept. Such images are usually more difficult to create than the more minimalist
type, with the challenge often being an artistic one. Anyone who knows anything about
composition will tell you that you can’t just throw a bunch of stuff into a photo, no matter
conceptually powerful it all is, and expect that people will want to look at the shot or be able to
figure it out if they do. Good composition requires an intriguing visual balance and unity of
elements that keeps a person looking and thinking, which is what you want for complex
conceptual photographs. It means controlling how a person’s eye moves through the photo, so
you can guide them first to the main concept, then to auxiliary ideas that elaborate on that
concept. Considerable artistic and post-processing skills come into play for such photos.

What composition and post-processing techniques work best for conceptual photography? Of
course, there’s no simple answer to this question. On the other hand, the answer is quite simple:
ANY technique that works to support or elaborate the concept being illustrated, whether it
involves changes in brightness, contrast, color, saturation, or focus. For this reason, the control
over these variables offered by digital photography makes it especially powerful for conceptual
work. If there’s a “hard” quality to the concept, add contrast and sharp focus. If there’s a “soft”
quality, smooth out contrasts and apply blur. On the most basic perceptual level, something as
simple as vignetting will help focus the viewer’s attention on the subject that depicts the idea.
Shooting from a distance or down onto a scene encourages an objective sense of understanding
the concept, while up close and immersive viewpoints draw the viewer into a more subjective
identification with it. Even though most conceptual photographs are more about stimulating
thinking than aesthetically emotive reactions like, “Oh it’s so beautiful,” feelings often do play an
important role in conceptual images, especially when they portray ideas about us humans and
most assuredly when they specifically illustrate ideas about emotions. The manipulation of
colors, tones, and textures will help create the necessarily emotional atmosphere.

The Pretty and Ugly Factors

“Pretty” tends to be a pejorative term among conceptual as well as artistic photographers. The
hardcore minimalist photographer might believe that aesthetic attractiveness plays no role in
conceptual work and might even detract from the concept, whereas artists in general become
annoyed when viewers simply see a photo as pretty while overlooking the meanings embedded
in the work. Nevertheless, the fact remains that people like to look at pretty things, so concepts
wrapped in beautiful visuals might be more effective at holding the viewers’ attention and
encouraging them to appreciate the concept. Attractiveness and beauty will probably be required
for photos in which the concept itself pertains to attractiveness and beauty.

What about ugly images? For some concepts - especially those that involve distressing ideas –
ugly images could very well be the perfect choice. As horror movies and gapers on the highway
show us, people often have a hard time looking away from awful scenes. Revolting images can
paradoxically capture the imagination as much as beautiful images. For some people, ugly can in
fact be beautiful. Writers will tell you that stories about boredom don’t have to be boring; they
can be interesting. So too ugly images portraying distressing ideas can be beautiful because they
perfectly capture the concept, because they effectively employ the aesthetic techniques of
composition and post-processing, or simply because they reveal the haunting beauty of the
distressing idea itself.



 

When it comes to the pretty or ugly qualities of a photo, never assume. Don’t dismiss a beautiful
photo as simply pretty. You might be missing the concept. If you feel tempted to look away from
an ugly photo, consider the possibility that you’re overlooking a beautiful representation of an
idea. And when you find yourself skipping past an image that seems, at first glance, to be
boringly plain, like a can of soup… maybe it isn’t.

Forward and Reverse Engineering

Almost any idea can serve as the starting point
for a conceptual photograph. If you find
yourself stuck, simply think about issues and
ideas that inspire you. Look to the news,
books, TV, or discussions you hear everyday
for concepts about politics, religion, social
issues, relationships, and human psychology.

If you think about it, hardly a day goes by
without your mind confronting some
interesting, problematic, or even overwhelming
idea. The things that linger in your mind at the
end of the day probably point to some idea
that challenges you. And then there are those
concepts that have been lingering in your mind
for weeks, months, years, or even a lifetime.
Why not turn any of these ideas into a photo?

The next step is to brainstorm about possible
images that capture the idea. Pose some fill-in-
the-blank questions to yourself. For example, if
you’re trying to design an image about Hope,
say to yourself:

“Hope reminds me of…”
“Hope is like …” 
“Hope is as if…” 
“If Hope could talk, it would say…” 
“If Hope was a thing, or an animal, or a place, it might be…”

It helps to close your eyes and visually imagine the possibilities. Doing so draws on subconscious
levels of thinking, which is where creative ideas often develop. The first thing that pops into your
mind might turn out to be a very useful image, but don’t necessarily stop there. Continue to
visually free associate to the concept. If you let go of deliberately controlling the process, you will
find that the spontaneous flow of images will lead you to some very useful material. Let it come
to you on its own. Don’t try to force your visual associations. The best insights will often pop
into your mind spontaneously, sometimes later when you’re no longer even thinking about the
concept or photography - what psychologists call “subconscious incubation” leading to the
moment of “inspiration.”



 

The next step is to take that visual inspiration and actually turn it into a good photo portraying
the concept. This is the more time-consuming and often difficult part of the creative process
called “elaboration.” You will have to ask yourself if it’s possible to shoot and post-process such
an image. It might be beyond your resources or skill level. If so, it’s back to the drawing board of
free-association in order to find another more workable insight. If you’re eager to take on the
challenge of creating a photo from that intriguing image that popped into your mind, remember
what Thomas Edison said: Genius is one percent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.

When you’re setting up the shot and later post-processing it, you might find yourself
entertaining a variety of questions. Do you want to make the photo straightforward or complex,
subtle or in-your-face? Do you want to convey a widely accepted “fact” about the concept, or do
you intend to persuade viewers to adopt a particular point of view? Is it YOUR personal point of
view, or someone else’s?

As you grapple with these questions, as well as with the shooting and post-processing techniques
that express your answers, you might find that your insights into the concept will change. You
might find yourself appreciating the concept at a deeper level. You might even discover that you
don’t understand the concept as well as you would like, which can inspire you to do some
research into it.

Although the traditional approach to conceptual photography states that the creation of the
image follows mechanically from the chosen concept, the process is often more complex than
this perfunctory approach. Creating the image for a concept gives you a greater understanding of
it. Designing the conceptual photograph can help you work out your own ideas about that idea.
In fact, it’s very possible that you chose a particular concept BECAUSE you haven’t yet resolved
your opinions about it. Attempting to create a conceptual photo might be motivated by your
unconscious wish to master what it means to you and your life.

Contrary to what some photographers claim, we might not start with a concept and then take a
photo to represent it. We might do just the opposite. We start with a photo already taken and
then apply an idea to it. In this type of reverse engineering of a conceptual photograph, you
might use free association as you would in the forward engineering approach. What ideas does
this particular photo remind me of? What are the possible messages this photo is trying to
convey? As you look at the picture, notice what you see, feel, and think. Put words into the
mouths of the people or things in the photo. Project yourself into it and see what it’s like to live
inside that image.

Sometimes the fit between the reverse engineered concept and the photo is perfect. You don’t
have to do much or anything to the shot. Sometimes the photo has to be massaged to better
express the concept. That’s where skill in post-processing comes to play. You might have to crop
in order to focus on the parts of the shot that pertain to the concept, while eliminating those
that do not. You might need to change the colors, tones, contrasts, and sharpness to better
address the idea. You might even need to add something into the image that wasn’t there from
the start, or create a composite of different images.

Sometimes, when you’re post-processing a shot without even thinking about it being a
conceptual image, a concept comes to you – which reminds us that the concept isn’t necessarily
in the image itself, but in how our mind engages and works with the image.



Educational Applications

Professors like myself, as well as instructors of all types, often use text and images in their slide
presentations. Sometimes we think of the image almost as an afterthought to the “real stuff”
being taught via the text – something to simply pretty up the slide. The conclusion from this
article on conceptual photography, as you no doubt will guess, is that such an attitude is a
mistake. Although bullet-points in a slide show promise a handy, efficient means of conveying
information, they can also numb the brain by fooling the viewer into thinking that knowledge is
always linear, compartmentalized, and preformatted. This is a very left-brain-only approach to
learning. More complete learning uses the whole brain, including the right hemisphere that
appreciates a more holistic, integrated, and even intuitive understanding of information. Good
conceptual images will activate that type of comprehension, and will be especially powerful for
people who are visual rather than verbal learners.

Instructors might find images online to use in their presentations, but given the guidelines
offered in this article, they will hopefully feel empowered to create their own. In either case,
choosing the best possible picture rests on the basic questions that we already explored. Do you
want to nail a specific concept, offering a simple visual depiction of a straightforward idea, or do
you want to encourage the audience to explore different interpretations of a more elusive
concept? If you say to yourself, “This idea reminds me of….” and “This idea is as if…” does it call
to mind an image that might be useful for your presentation? How do the composition,
processing, and pretty vs ugly qualities of the photo add to or detract from its effectiveness as an
illustration?

For the best possible slide presentations, really think about how the text and images on a slide
interact with and enrich each other. Where do they converge and diverge? During the
presentation, talk about the images as well as the bullet-point items of text. For a more
unconventional approach when creating slides, think about a concept, select an image FIRST,
and then develop the bullet-points of text to elucidate the picture. Finally, after you finish your
presentation, ask the audience what stands out in their mind. I’m willing to bet it will be the
images.

 Creating Titles for Images 
 Symbolism: What does it mean? 
 Abstract Photographs



Interpreting People Pictures

People love to take pictures of people. People
love to look at pictures of people. Without
doubt, people pics are the single most
popular form of photography. In this modern
technological age of ours, anyone can take as
many shots of people as they like, as well as
view millions of them online and in the
media. We are, literally, bombarded by
people pics all day long.

We do become a bit numb to it all. Today
you probably barely noticed a few dozen
interesting images of people that passed in
front of your eyes. This anesthetization
prevents us from realizing something
important: almost any photograph of a
person contains many fascinating levels of
meaning and emotion, if only we take the
time to look.

The purpose of this article is to explore the
wonderfully fertile dimensions of people
pictures, to remind ourselves that there are
specific ways to look at and interpret what
we see in those images of our fellow human
beings. We’ll investigate the obvious aspects
of how to read these kinds of photos, as well
as the more subtle methods of interpretation.

In addition to helping anyone who wants to look more deeply into photos of people, these
strategies will also be useful to photographers who take them. After all, taking more meaningful
pictures of people requires the ability to recognize meaning in such scenes.

The first simple rule: Take your time

Because a photograph captures a moment frozen in time, it gives us the chance to study the
image carefully. This opportunity runs counterintuitive to our modern fast-paced, multi-tasking,
short-attention-span lifestyle in which images of people in commercials, movies, and online
social networks like Facebook and Flickr zip past our eyeballs like race cars. To take advantage of
that captured moment, we need to reverse the idea that “faster and more is better,” hit the pause
button… take a deep breath… and ease ourselves into slo-mo.



 

All of the ideas that I’ll discuss about understanding people pics rest on this basic strategy: take
your time! With curiosity, compassion, and even a sense of adventurous discovery, linger on the
photo. Look at everything. Begin with what first catches your eye, the obvious things, then
expand your awareness into the rest of the image. Circle around the entire photo. Read it from
left to right, right to left, up and down, back and forth. Squint so that only the most obvious
shapes and colors stand out. Pull the photo up close to your eyes to detect the tiny and subtle
things. Find and examine all the details. Turn the photo sideways and upside down to see how
that unusual viewpoint changes what you notice.

Truly appreciating and understanding any photo, including and especially people pictures,
requires a meditative state of awareness. Allow your eyes to wander through it, stopping here,
then moving over there. Take the time to immerse your mind, your emotions, your whole being -
if that doesn’t sound too cliché - into the scene. Try using what psychologists call “evenly
hovering attention” or “bare awareness,” in which you explore the photo and its subjects without
any preconceived expectations, desires, or judgments about what you can or should notice. These
things will only get in your way. Simply look at the people and the scene to discover what they
have to offer.

Your subjective reactions

What strikes you about the photo when you first see it? What emotions, sensations, and thoughts
immediately come to mind? If you had to pick one descriptive word or short phrase as a title to
capture that spontaneous reaction, what would it be? Joy, anger, pride, sadness, relief,
confusion, strength, anxiety, determination, dizziness, confinement, acceleration, futility,
exhaustion, smoothness, exhilaration? Of course, the list goes on.

Your instantaneous gut-level response will cue you into the experience of the people in
photographs, especially when the photo possesses what Roland Barthes, the French literary
theorist and philosopher who was intrigued by photography, called “punctum” – the power to
evoke a strong, personal feeling. Photos with punctum will most likely elicit a compelling
reaction in many people, which reflects the emotional depth of the subjects in the photo. The
emotion elicited in you might be an empathic attunement to the subjects: you feel what they feel.
It also might be a sympathetic response to their situation, as you would feel protective towards
someone who appears hurt, afraid of a threatening figure, or comforted by a compassionate face.
The average photo may not contain punctum as Barthes defined it, but every people picture
contains meaning and emotion. Even an apparent lack of emotion in a subject might suggest
such ideas as numbness, defensiveness, determination, depression, or stoicism.

Your immediate reaction, if you have one, is important. But there’s more to understanding a
people pic than that first impression. As you look at the photo and the people in it, allow yourself
to free associate. By free associating to what moves you in a photo, or what you find distasteful,
including punctum as well as less intense responses, you’ll find that events in your own life form
the basis of these reactions. Consider these questions:

- What does the photo as a whole, or parts of it, remind you of?

- What memories or experiences of your own come to mind?

- How might you identify with any of the subjects?



 

- What would you say or do if you were one of them?

- Does a familiar story come to mind based on what you see happening with the people in the
photo?

- After considering these questions, how might you alter the title that you would choose to
capture the feeling or meaning of the photo?

You can use your personal associations to try to understand, in more depth, the experience of
the subjects. However, keep in mind also that you might be, what psychologists call, “projecting.”
It’s often an unconscious process. Your own feelings and memories distort your perception of the
people in the photo. You might be projecting your emotions and experiences into them, rather
than really understanding their situation. The more ambiguous the image is, the more likely
you’ll do this. It’s a tricky business knowing if you’re using your subjective reactions to accurately
empathize with the subjects, or if you’re simply projecting your own life into them while
misreading their experience. But tackling that challenge will improve your knowledge of people
pictures, as well as yourself.

If you know the people in the photo, that familiarity will help prevent and correct your
projections. It will also make it easier to understand their state of mind when the shot was taken.
Of course, having the opportunity to talk to the people in the photo will greatly improve your
appreciation of what they were experiencing in it. Nevertheless, by using the strategies that I’ll
discuss in this article, you’ll be amazed at what you can discover about a people picture even
when the subjects are strangers to you.

Psychologists who are skilled at photoanalysis can arrive at some remarkably accurate
conclusions about people in photographs, even when the photos not only lack any kind of
punctum, but actually seem quite mundane. In his book Photoanalysis, Robert Akeret, one of
the pioneers of this type of psychology, uncovers the smallest and most subtle details of a photo
to arrive at some astonishingly precise insights into people he didn’t know. In some cases, after
analyzing a photo, he had the opportunity to interview the subjects to validate his conclusions.
His perceptions often turned out to be surprisingly accurate, although, I must admit, I wondered
if some Monday Night Quarterbacking might have affected his description of these cases when he
later wrote about them in his book.

Facial expressions

We humans are exquisitely expressive with and attuned to facial expressions. When you first
look at a photo, your eyes will most likely rivet to the subject’s face, especially the eyes. In my
article on body language here in this book on photographic psychology, I describe how
psychologists have identified the seven basic facial expressions that convey the seven basic
emotions (sadness, surprise, anger, contempt, disgust, fear, happiness). Although it’s helpful to
keep these seven emotions in mind when examining a people picture, I think we’ll all agree that
there are countless nuances of emotion expressed by the human face. The expressions can be so
subtle that you might find it difficult to pinpoint the underlying feeling, to find words that
articulate what it is. Some people are better at it than others, but it’s a skill that can be
developed. Mimick the facial expressions of the subject in the photo to see how it feels. It sounds
silly, and you may not want to do it if other people are around, lest they start wondering about
you, but it works well as a way to identify with and better understand the subject.



Body language

My article on body language describes a variety of other things to look for in a people picture.
Take your time when examining the different parts of the subject’s body – the position of the
head, arms, legs, feet, torso, and especially the hands. Exactly how is the person sitting, walking,
or standing? Even the tiniest tilt of the chin or lean of the body might be significant. Cover the
head with your hand and just look at the body. Cover the body and just look at the person’s
head. Cover one side of the body in order to focus on the other, cover the top of the body to look
at the bottom, and vice versa. Even compare the two sides of the person’s face. Are these
different parts of the person harmonious with each other, expressing a similar state of mind, or
do they seem to convey different emotions and attitudes, perhaps even contradicting each other?
Body language reflects the fact that we humans can feel and think many things simultaneously.

As with facial expressions, try imitating the subject’s body position so you can tune into their
experience. The body doesn’t lie, some psychologists say, which is why they believe an
examination of body language lies at the heart of photoanalysis.

In a shot where people are behaving naturally, perhaps unaware that a photo is being taken,
their body language will be a more accurate portrayal of their state of mind than in a posed
picture. However, people are not robots. Even if a photographer gives them specific instructions
on how to pose, people respond to those instructions in their own unique way, according to their
personalities and state of mind at that moment. When asked to smile, some people can do so
quite naturally, while others force a stiff grin. That alone says something about them. The classic
family portrait, in which a photographer clearly instructed people to assume particular positions,
might look rather staged and staid at first glance. But a careful study of body language will reveal
the individual personalities.

Relationships

When there are two or more people in a photo, our mind assumes, sometimes unconsciously,
that there must be some kind of relationship or interaction between them, even when none
exists, as in a street scene. What might that relationship be: friends, family members, casual
acquaintances, co-workers, business partners, lovers? What are their feelings and attitudes
towards each other? Can you detect intimacy, tension, harmony, or conflict? What’s the overall
mood of the dyad or group? My article on body language in photography offers tips on how to
address these questions. The way people lean towards, touch, and look at each other – as well as
the lack of this connectedness – can reveal a great deal about the subtle and complex nature of
their relationship. Some psychologists, like Akeret, even believe that a photo can predict the
future of a relationship.

Activity

There’s always something happening in a people picture. What is it? What are people doing? Is
there a sense of movement and energy, or is there a more static, relaxed feeling? We are what we
do, so identifying the actions of people in a photograph, even subtle movements, will yield clues
about the subjects’ behaviors, personalities, and their relationship to each other. It might help to
imagine what would happen if the photo came to life. How would the people move? Do they look
like they are about to do something? What might they say?



Dress

What we wear and how we wear it reveals a great deal about our backgrounds and personalities.
Study the attire of the people in a photo, as well as their hairstyle, jewelry, and grooming. Do
they look neat, casual, disheveled, eccentric, or high-maintenance? If there are several people in
the photo, determine how differences in their physical appearance might reflect differences in
the kinds of people they are and how they conduct their lives. What might differences and
similarities say about their relationship to each other? For example, is it a “birds of a feather”
situation, an “opposites attract,” or a clash of personalities? Imagine how the meaning of the
photo would change if they were dressed differently, or if the subjects swapped their attire.

Objects

We sometimes overlook objects in a photograph, particularly if they’re small, in the background,
or otherwise difficult to see. Things that people are holding, might have just placed down nearby,
or might be about to pick up, can all indicate something significant about their behavior in that
situation, their lifestyles, and their personalities. A hammer, book, doll, camera, guitar, phone,
briefcase, and football all convey very different ideas.

Psychoanalytic theory talks about “selfobjects” – things, including pets, that are extensions of
our psyches, that give our lives meaning and sustain our sense of identity. In environmental
portraits, when the photographer goes to someone’s home or place of work, the scene might be
filled with selfobjects. During studio portraits, some photographers ask subjects to bring
something with them to hold or otherwise include in the photo. Most likely, they are selfobjects.

In locations other than home or work, as on a vacation, people often stand near something when
posing, like a statue, poster, car, plant, sign, or store front. They might consciously know why
they chose that particular thing to include in the photo, or the choice might be unconscious. In
any either case, that object most likely symbolizes something about the person. 

Scene and context

All of the things I’ve mentioned so far about a photograph – facial expressions, body language,
relationships, dress, activity, and objects – take place in a scene and context that shape how we
perceive those things. The scene is the surroundings, whether it’s a tight shot of someone
standing against a wall or a wide angle photo of people in a landscape or city street. We can
think of the context as a slightly more abstract idea, like the country, culture, and period of time
in which the shot was taken. The scene, objects, and dress of the subjects will offer clues about
the location and historical period. When trying to interpret the possible meanings of a people
picture, we can consider these sorts of questions:

- Where was the shot taken? What does this reveal about the people in it and their relationships?

- What was the culture like at the time and place? What might that suggest about the people?

- If I can identify the social, economic, and cultural background of the subjects, does that help
explain what I notice about them? Are these things consistent with or contradict what I notice?

- Might the context symbolically represent something about the people and their relationships?



The photographer's influence on the shot

We sometimes slip into the perception that a picture is an objective representation of a person,
that it somehow took itself. Obviously that’s not the case. Someone took it, even if it’s a self-
portrait. In another article in Photographic Psychology I discuss the various ways we might
interpret a self-portrait, so here let’s instead focus for a moment on how a photographer taking a
shot of others influences our interpretation of the image.

First of all, consider how the photographer might be related to the subjects. Is he or she a friend,
family member, lover, casual acquaintance, or stranger? Is it a professional or personal
relationship, or maybe a bit of both? What was the photographer's motives and intentions in
taking the shot? Was it to please one of the subjects, but not necessarily the others? Was it to
impress fellow photographers? Was it an attempt to try out a new shooting or post-processing
technique? The answers to these kinds of questions shape the appearance of the photo and
therefore what we see in it.

It’s very possible that photographers take a particular shot as an expression of how they feel and
think about the subjects. The photo might say as much or even more about the photographers
and their relationships to the people in the photo as it does about the people themselves. The
photographer is the “invisible” subject in the picture. Photos reflect photographers’ attitudes
about the subjects, their state of mind at that particular moment, their feelings about that
particular shoot, and their beliefs about photography in general. Sometimes they’re not even
aware this is happening. It’s an unconscious process.

When the photographer tries to be unobtrusive, or encourages subjects to behave spontaneously,
we’re more likely seeing them for who they are, regardless of their relationship to the
photographer. Photographers might wait for that exact moment to capture a particular
expression that reveals something essential about the subject’s personality. It’s also possible that
they wait to capture a moment that reflects how THEY want the subject to appear, regardless of
how true that moment is to the subject’s actual personality. For example, they hold tight until
that brief instant when the highly conceited person looks goofy, in order to take that narcissist’s
image down a few notches. Or they wait for the hyperactive child to sit still for a second, so he
doesn’t appear too frenetic at the birthday party.

When photographers give subjects very specific directions on how to pose, they are more likely
acting according to their own expectations about the subjects’ presentation. Perhaps they are
mostly concerned about creating a standard, acceptable composition, as in asking a group to
stand closer together so that people on the ends don’t get chopped.

But sometimes they might be projecting their own personalities, lifestyles, wishes, and fears into
the subject’s pose. A photographer who directs the men to stand in the back of the seated women
for a family portrait, or that a wife holds her husband’s arm and looks up into his face while he
stares off into the distance, might be saying more in the photo about his own life than about the
family in the portrait.

When we examine such photos, we should always ask ourselves how much the subjects’ poses
reflect their natural personalities and relationships to each other, how much it reflects the way
the photographer wants them to appear, and how much the photographer projects his own life
into the shot. It’s a rather complex question, but then we humans are complex beings.



 

As I mentioned earlier, even in highly controlled shoots, subjects will react to instructions
according to their own personalities. The wife holding onto and looking up at her husband may
not appear submissive and doting, as the photographer intended, but rather strong, confident,
and supportive. Somehow, if only in small and subtle ways, one’s true self can shine through the
very posed photo.

When interpreting a people picture, consider the subject’s reactions to being photographed by
that particular person, and to being photographed in general. Is the subject’s psychological
appearance a response to the situation at hand, to the fact that a picture is being taken, or both?
Was the photo intrusive, a surprise, taken with permission, or encouraged? Some people will
have strong feelings about a particular person taking their photo, about who might see the shot,
or about any photo taken of them. This says something about the kind of people they are, and
you might see it in the picture.

Interpreting photos with the subjects

If you want to interpret a people picture as accurately as possible, talk to the subjects in it, or
people who know them well. In fact, talk to them about the photo as you look at it together. It
will help verify your perceptions and show you where you went astray, even where you were
projecting your own issues into the photo. The subjects will give you insights that you otherwise
might have overlooked, but you might be able to help them arrive at some insights too.

The form of psychotherapy known as “phototherapy” is based on this very assumption: if you
help people examine and talk about a photo of themselves, you can help them articulate who they
are as well as discover new ideas about themselves. All of the strategies described previously in
this article will come in handy when discussing the picture with the person. Here are some of the
questions Judy Weiser mentions in her book Phototherapy Techniques:

- What’s the story behind this photograph?

- What emotions are you expressing here?

- What does the photo say about you? Is it the “real” you?

- What do the facial expressions and body language of the other people suggest to you?

- What does this photo say about your relationship with them?

- Does the photo reflect something about your personality or relationships to these people?

- Is there anything significant about the locatioin where this shot was taken, or about the objects
in it – something a stranger wouldn’t understand?

- What was this time of your life like?

- Who would you like to show this photo? Is there anyone you wouldn’t want to see it?

- How would you describe your relationship with the person who took the shot? Why do you
think they took this picture of you?



The limitations

There are limitations to what any one image can reveal about its subjects. Never jump to
conclusions, especially based on one bit of evidence in the photo. Carefully consider the complex
interaction of the people, setting, culture, and photographer that all contributed to the image.

Remember too that it’s just a snapshot in time that might give a very wrong impression. All sorts
of accidental, inadvertent, and misleading things might be captured in a photo. That father
wasn’t sleeping during his son’s piano recital. He was blinking when the shot was taken. She
doesn’t drink beer. Someone happened to put that bottle on the table next to her.

Most importantly, we humans are too complex to be captured completely by any one picture.
That’s why a series of photos will yield more reliable conclusions, more insights, and a more
complete understanding, than any one photo alone. Even in this media rich age of ours, when
there might be thousands of photos of a person throughout his or her life, we don’t want to
reduce ourselves to the images of ourselves.

Pop quiz

You may have noticed that throughout
this article I made no mention of the
photo that appears at the beginning. I
wanted to save that for last. Rather than
analyzing the photo myself, which I could
do with considerable accuracy, especially
because I know these people, I’ll instead
pose some questions to help you
interpret the photo. It will be a kind of
review of everything I’ve discussed in this
article. This series of questions will give
you a sense of the flow that happens
during the interpretation of a people
picture. I won’t cover all of the questions
that you could consider, just a few
important highlights.

- What’s the overall feeling of the photo?

- What title or story comes to mind?

- How might these people be related to
each other? How can you tell?

- Where was the shot probably taken, and
on what kind of occasion?

- How are they physically connecting to each 
other? Does that say something about their relationships?

- Do you see any subgroupings? What might that suggest about these people?



 

- How do their facial expressions compare? Where are they looking? Why?

- What are they doing with their arms and hands? Might that say something about them?

- Where do you sense movement, tension, harmony, and stillness? Might that mean anything?

- Does their clothing suggest anything about their background, the occasion, or the period of
time that the shot was taken?

- What was happening right before the shot? What do you imagine happened afterwards?

- How might the photographer be related to these people? What might have been the
photographer’s intention in taking this shot?

- Does this photo remind you of anything in your life?

- If you were one of the subjects in this picture, who would it be? What would you do or say in
this scene?
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Technical and Artistic Photographers

The technical photographer

The “technical” photographer focusses their efforts on and enjoys the technical aspects of the
craft. They can tell you all about camera equipment. Stretching their budgets if they must, they
strive for higher quality tools. They want to understand the science of light and optics. In digital
photography, they are familiar with computers, photo editing programs, and even the arcane
world of color spaces. They probably don’t mind being called “geeks” but would like to be seen as
professionals. These are the go-to people when you want advice on buying equipment and
dealing with computer hardware or software problems. They are logical, analytical, realistic, and
practical thinkers. They believe in order, pay attention to details, and like having control over all
aspects of their work. They are the types who think about the most efficient "work flow." As
sticklers for rules and procedures, they believe in the right and wrong ways to do photography.
For them, authority matters. Other people might find them a bit compulsive and inflexible.
Sometimes they might even drive themselves crazy with their own perfectionism. They strive for
tack sharp photos, perfect white balance, and no clipping in the shadows or highlights. Realistic
images and the control offered by studio photography are attractive to them, as well as the
practical challenges and outcomes of event photography. They’re not particularly interested in or
maybe even look down on “artsy” photographs. Their photo archive is well-organized, with a
comprehensive set of keywords and precisely defined file names. 



The artistic photographer

The artistic type are those people who are, in many ways, the exact opposite. They’re not
particularly interested in the technical or scientific aspects of photography. They see
photography as art, as a vehicle for personal and emotional expression. They think of themselves
and want to be seen as artists. They’re more interested in creativity, experimentation,
innovation, and play, rather than standards and rules. Indifferent to or even rebellious against
authority, they want to be independent, to do their own thing. They like images that are
emotional, ambiguous, unusual, idiosyncratic, shocking, or based more on fantasy and
imagination that reality. Blurry, strangely colored, and shadow or highlight clipped photos are
fine with them, as long as the effect looks cool. In their photography they want to remain open to
new experiences, to let go, to be receptive, spontaneous and fluid. Other people might see them
as sensitive, moody, unpredictable, introspective, nonverbal, impractical, or disorganized. The
artistic types shudder at the thought of doing wedding or commercial photography. Having a
well-organized archive of images and a logical system of filenames isn’t on their list of priorities,
if they even bother keeping lists. They know when an image "feels right," even though they can't
explain why and might not even want to explain why.

Blends of the two types

You might know people who fit these descriptions. If they come from the opposite types, it might
be interesting to get them together, although they may not have a lot in common. They might
not like each other’s work or even agree about what good photography is. More likely, however,
you probably know people who are somewhat similar to one of these two types, but not exactly.
They might have some of the traits of the technical as well as the artistic type. This might also be
true of you. I deliberately portrayed these two kinds of photographers in a rather extreme
fashion, as two opposite poles on a continuum of artistic/technical temperaments. We might
think of all photographers as falling somewhere on that continuum, some towards the technical
pole of the dimension, others more towards the artistic end.

We also might think of these two kinds of photographers as “pure” types in the sense that they
contain specific but very different clusters of personality traits. These pure types account for only
some people. The personalities of most photographers will involve unique clusters of traits that
come from both column A and column B. As we often find in psychological studies of personality
types, certain traits do tend to hang together. 

Left and right brain

The differences between the technical and artistic photographer can be explained in terms of
cerebral lateralization – what the popular press often describes as “left versus right brain.” The
left side of the cerebral cortex tends to involve thinking that is more logical, analytical, objective,
sequential, detail-oriented, concerned with reality, and focused on language, facts, patterns, and
order. The right side involves thinking that is visual, emotional, subjective, intuitive, spatial,
holistic, and based on symbols, metaphors, and imagination.

 



 

Of course, these distinctions are a simplification of the much more complex reality of brain
functioning. Some research suggests that many brain activities, especially the more complex
ones, are spread out across a variety of areas. Even if there is a clear distinction between some
functions of the left and right cortex, there’s a large nerve pathway between them, the corpus
callosum, that intertwines their activities. Given this interconnectedness within the brain, it’s no
surprise that we only occasionally see the pure types of technical and artistic photographers,
while most of the time people lean in the direction of right or left brain thinking while retaining
some of the functions of the opposite side.

What’s interesting about photography is how it calls for a robust engagement of both sides of the
brain. It draws on a variety of brain processes associated with both technical and artistic
thinking. The technical photographer might be more concerned about precision in creating an
image, while the artistic photographer will rely more on instinct. However, most photography
will require us to draw on the visual thinking of the right brain while also employing the left
brain to master the technical aspects of working the camera and processing the image. To
produce good photos, technical photographers will need to draw on a right brain appreciation of
visual design and composition, whereas artistic photographers will need to tap left brain
thinking in order to learn the tools of the trade that help them actualize their artistic visions.

 

 Artistic Voice 
 Visualizing and Verbalizing 
 Mindfulness in Photography

 



johnsuler
Typewritten Text
Illustration by Kira Suler



The Photography Talent/Popularity Square Dance

Let’s consider two variables that we see in many different photography settings, but especially in
online photo-sharing communities:

1. A person’s talent as a photographer
2. The popularity of that person.

Any given person might be high or low on either variable. If we examine how these two variables
interact with each other, we arrive at what I call the Talent/Popularity Square Dance. To capture
this idea visually, I’ll use the following symbolism: 

Mona Lisa = high talent 
Sad Doggie = low talent 
Stars = high popularity 
No stars = low popularity 



Both talented and popular

In the upper left quadrant we find people who are both highly talented and popular. Anyone
who’s knows online photo-sharing communities can tell you that there are truly excellent
photographers there, well deserving of the recognition they receive in the number of people
viewing their work, the number of positive comments posted, and high ratings of the pictures.
Although their photography might be surprising, there’s no real surprise in the fact that their
popularity reflects their skill level. What’s it like being a superstar? No doubt, there are pros and
cons, just as with any type of fame. Some of these photographers probably work hard at drawing
visitors to their work, while others might not do much of anything other than post great shots.
Popularity does tend to begat itself: some famous people are famous simply because they’re
famous. For that reason, talented people who occasionally produce a mediocre photo, or worse,
might still get lots of praise for it.

 

Not talented or popular

In the lower right quadrant are people low in both talent and popularity. Again, the correlation
between the two variables makes sense. The only puzzlement is why some of them stay in online
photo-sharing communities. I suspect it’s probably because they enjoy taking photos and sharing
them with the few visitors that do visit, who are probably friends and family. But what motivates
those people who remain online even though almost no one at all views or comments on their
photos? Is it the satisfaction of knowing they have made their images, and themselves, known –
regardless of the fact that no one seems to notice? Is their online photo collection a way to talk
out loud that helps affirm their identity?

 

Popular but not talented

In the upper right quadrant are people who are low on talent while being highly popular.
Actually, I’m not sure I’ve seen people who are blatantly poor photographers receiving lots of
attention and praise, but I have seen highly popular people whose talent would be considered
average or even below average. If you’ve belonged to an online photo-sharing community for a
while, I’m sure you’ve come across these situations, scratched your head, and wondered, “Why is
this person getting so much attention?”

There are a variety of possibilities. To boost their visibility and popularity, they might frequently
offer positive comments and ratings of other people’s photos, create lots of effective tags for their
images, and submit their work to many special interest groups. If you search for tips on how to
become famous in a particular online photo-sharing community, like Flickr, you’ll discover other
strategies. So, in that sense, highly popular but seemingly untalented people might indeed be
talented at attaining popularity. In some cases the recognition they receive might reflect the fact
that people like something about their photography – the ideas, sentiments, or stories being
expressed - even if the shots aren’t technically or artistically good. Or they simply like the
photographer as a person, because he or she is thoughtful, kind, expressive, unique, funny,
outrageous, intelligent, or friendly. Lastly, there’s always the possibility that people who seem
untalented to you really are talented at photography, but you don’t understand their work, or it’s
an acquired taste that you don’t share. “Talent” can be a tricky thing to define.



 

Talented but not popular

The last quadrant, in the lower left, is reserved for those highly talented photographers who
receive little or no attention and praise. At first glance it makes no sense to see the Mona Lisa
there, because it’s a renowned work of art. But what if da Vinci never achieved fame? It could
have turned out that way. I’m sure you’ve stumbled upon fantastic photographers in online
photo-sharing communities and wondered why their sites looked like ghost towns. If they’re
doing great work, how come they’re not popular? Perhaps they haven’t been discovered yet.
Perhaps they don’t interact much with other people in the community or employ any of the
strategies that would draw attention to their work. In some cases, maybe their photography is so
unique that most people don’t appreciate it. While some of these talented but unrecognized
photographers might feel frustrated, eventually giving up on the photo-sharing community,
others might persist in trying to draw more attention to their work, or not really care if they ever
get a lot of attention, feeling satisfied with the few visitors who do appreciate them. Some people,
believe it or not, aren’t interested in fame.

 

The dance around the square

OK, so we have this four-part categorization of people, but what makes it a Square DANCE?
Well, it’s fairly common for people to hop from one of the four cells to another. For example, if
you look at the earliest posted images of the talented and popular photographers, they may not
have been very good and didn’t receive much attention. Talent and fame evolve over time.
Popular but untalented photographers might fall from their acquired fame when they withdraw
from other people in photo-sharing community or stop employing any of the strategies that
might draw attention to their work. Even people both talented and popular might lose their
status over time, as when they begin experimenting with photography that isn’t especially good,
or it is good but not what their fans expect of them. People who are unpopular and talented, as
well as those who are unpopular and untalented, might work hard at improving their popularity
or talent, eventually achieving both.

Of course, all things in life don’t fit neatly into little boxes. There are a whole lot of people who
fall somewhere between the realms of “high” and “low” talent and popularity. Talent and
popularity are also always changing, not only in when and how people attain these things, but
also in how we define them. We would need to answer such questions as "Talented in what
ways?" and "Popular among what kind of people?"

Despite these complexities, the dance is pretty much the same no matter where the music is
playing.
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Online Photo-sharing Communities 

No doubt there are many advantages to in-person photography groups, but let’s face it: the
Internet has opened a whole new world for sharing and discussing photography. In many
respects cyberspace is the perfect media for images. In fact, it was the evolution of the Internet
from text-only communication to text-plus-images that catapulted it from a place inhabited
mostly by academics and techy geeks to a world that encompasses almost everyone. Sharing
images by email, blogs, and social networks has become an everyday experience in cyberspace.
And for a good reason: You can express yourself via images in ways you cannot with words. The
current success of online photo-sharing communities has proven that photographers from many
countries, with all sorts of  backgrounds and skill levels, love communicating via images.

The technical design of the community

Although there’s always a technical learning curve when entering these online groups, the
software infrastructure, when well designed, makes it easy to upload, label, organize, comment
on, search for, and rate the quality of images.  Good technical design also includes many of the
features that make any online community successful: the ability for group discussion as well as
private messaging, profile pages for presenting your background information and establishing
your online identity, interesting places for people to gather, social networking tools, and, most
importantly, your own personal “space” within the community that you can shape to reflect your
personality and interests. Here are the most basic features you'll want for sharing photos:



 

The image stream: When people come to visit your work, they often land on the page where they
can see the sequence of photos you have posted over time. In Flickr it's called the “photostream,”
which is a term I've always liked. Those images in your stream often are the first ones visitors
will see. That first view is important. After all, it is the first impression many people will have of
your work, and we know how important first impressions are. If a photo doesn’t look good to
people right off the bat, they might not click-through to see the larger views. The photostream
images should be a fairly good size, sharp, and accurate in color. Unfortunately, the image you
upload might be automatically processed by programs hidden within the design of the
community, so what you see on your computer isn't necessarily what you'll get in the
photostream. Image sharpness often turns out to be a problem.

The photo home page: In a well designed community, when you click on an image in the stream
of photos, you go to the home page for that image. This image should look very similar to to one
on your computer. This photo page should also provide features for titling the photo, providing a
description for it, accessing camera data, and discussing the photo with your visitors. A well-
designed interface will also enable you to see any set to which that image belongs, determine
where that image is in the photostream, see and create tags for the photo, locate the groups the
photo has been submitted to, view a wider variety of sizes of the image, and note how many
people have viewed and "liked" the image (although not all communities use that term).

"Likes": Whatever term the community uses ("likes, favs, pluses"), these devices reflect the
popularity of the photo based on how many people clicked a button to indicate their appreciation
of it. The total count of how many people simply looked at the photo also indicates its popularity,
although the like, fav, or plus is icing on the cake. Some communities like Google+ also allow you
to "plus" someone's comment. Personally, I think this is good feature. There are lots of great
photos online fully deserving of favs and pluses, but great comments are much harder to find. In
fact, good discussions about photographs are the exception rather than the rule, in part because
many photosharing groups have a “stop, drop a brief remark, and go” mentality. Many
photographers, even the very good ones, also don’t know how to talk about photography.
Perhaps rewarding a good comment with a plus can reverse those dilemmas.

Sets and slide shows: You should be able to organize your photos into sets, collections, or
albums, as well as enable visitors to play slide shows of them. It’s a good idea to organize your
online photos, if only so you can find them more easily. Organizing photos also helps you better
understand the type of photography you do. However, I’m not sure that many visitors actually
use these features very much. In my experience, a vast majority of activity in online
photosharing is that stop, drop (a short comment or fav/plus), and go.

The learning curve

When we enter any new online community, we must tackle the learning curve of how to use it
effectively. Over time, we get better at it. We understand more about how it works. The bottom
line is that the learning curve for some online groups is going to be much more steep than
others, sometimes unnecessarily so. Some communities, like Flickr, were specifically designed for
photographers. Other social networks do incorporate tools for photosharing, but their primary
agenda is to become a "one size fits all" environment for many kinds of social interaction. Those
communities tend to become overly packed with a wide variety of tools and features, sometimes
resulting in an overly complex interface that interferes with effective photosharing.



 

Here's the acid test: if you're fairly experienced with social media but you're having a hard time
figuring out simple photosharing activities - like how to upload, rename, categorize, and replace
photos - then you might want to find another community. Other signs of an environment that
might be overly complex or confusing are when you're not sure who can see something you post,
or even WHERE you are in the community. It's nice to have versatility in whom you can connect
with and where, but the designers of some social media overdo it. Sometimes less is definitely
more.

The people and relationships within the community

In addition to having access to millions of photographs, people also love these communities
because of the PEOPLE. Research in the new field known as “cyberpsychology” clearly shows that
online relationships and groups can be very meaningful additions to a person’s life. I first
discovered this years ago when I was a member of the Palace avatar community, and in more
recent years as a member of Flickr and Google+. This research taught me that an online lifestyle,
in some ways, is very similar to your in-person lifestyle - and in some ways it is very different,
especially in communities that emphasize images. Cyberpsychology has uncovered some
fascinating questions that inhabitants of online photo-sharing communities encounter every day:

- What do people’s photos and images say about them?

- Do they express their “real” identity in their images?

- What should I reveal and not reveal about myself in the images and comments I post?

- What are the ambiguities and miscommunications that tend to happen when people express
themselves with images, and with typed comments?

- How do I react when people reply to me and my photos with positive or negative comments, or
if I get no response at all?

- Why am I drawn to some people, photos, and groups, and not others?

- What does it take to feel like I BELONG to this community?

- Is it possible to get addicted?

 

Better understanding your own photography, and yourself

Participating in a photo-sharing communities can help you evaluate yourself as a photographer.
As you observe a wide range of photographic styles, techniques, and skill levels, you’ll get a
better sense of your own strengths and weaknesses. You’ll get a better idea of where you want to
go with your work. When online photography groups provide features that enable people to
comment on and rate images, you can gather tangible information about how “good” your
photography might be – although it’s often wise to take view counts and rating systems with a
big grain of salt, because they don't necessarily reflect how "good" an image is.



 

Many photos, little discussion

If you're looking for some good discussions in an online photography group, try not to be too
disappointed if you don't succeed in finding many. Although some groups contain excellent
conversations, many don't... Why? There are a variety of reasons. In the buzzing confusion of
online communities in general, and in photosharing groups specifically, people tend to stop,
look, drop a short comment, click the fav, plus, or like button... then go. A whole lot of
conversation isn't the norm. Keep in mind that some people might not speak your language or
have good writing skills. Or they might worry that they will come across as "stupid" if they say
something, or that their ideas will be criticized and rejected. Photographers also do tend to be
visual rather than verbal people. Words just aren't their thing. Some even believe that discussing
photos is either irrelevant or detracts from the image. They think that photos should simply be
seen, felt, and experienced rather than analyzed with words.

Burn out

Unfortunately, some people do burn out. Due such things as the online disinhibition effect,
community members might act out their negativity and insecurities on others. They become
overly critical, argumentative, and insensitive. People feel hurt and defensive. Flame wars erupt.
The community just isn't supportive and fun anymore.

Some people get exhausted. Participating in an online community requires time and effort -
sometimes a great deal of time and effort in order to maintain your sense of belonging as well as
your status - especially in a large, busy community filled with people, images and, comments.
Other people, over time, grow very disappointed and frustrated. They don't feel like the
community is paying much attention to them, or that their photography is appreciated.

As the photo at the top of this page illustrates, online communities can be complex, confusing
places, with many different subgroups and subcultures, and no simple way to predict how and
why people react to each other the way they do. To benefit the most from photo sharing groups,
take what makes sense, seems useful, and feels good - and leave the rest.

It's also a good idea to carefully examine your motives for joining a group. Do you want
recognition for your photography? Do you want to meet people? Do you just want to learn about
photography? Understanding your intentions for joining will help you evaluate why you do or
don't enjoy the community.

The ratings game

Every group develops its own unique customs and culture. Some communities become more like
a ratings game than a social network per se. People pay more attention to view counts, the
number of comments, the number of likes that you get, and the number of followers you have.
That’s part of human nature: we like to count the countables, rather than focus on more
intangible things such as the quality of photosharing. It's a process of social media becoming a
victim of their own success. In a massive ocean of millions of members and billions of photos,
people get overwhelmed and lost. There are too many people, too much to look at, too much to
comment on. And so people resort to the numbers game as an indication of something that
seems important, which ultimately leads to frustration and disappointment.



 

This is a problem with the Internet in general. Back in the day, I had a good group of Flickr
friends to share and discuss photos with. Gradually becoming more and more disillusioned with
Flickr, almost all of those people left. New communities that appear on the scene often do
possess more enthusiasm. People are excited about it as the up-and-coming photosharing
media. That enthusiasm shows in the day-to-day experience of being there.

While stats on your popularity as a photography can surely be tempting, the ratings game will
very likely fail to satisfy your needs as a photographer in the long run. Photography is about
sharing your work, discussing images with others, improving your skills, and better
understanding yourself and others as fellow photographers. Ratings and statistics do very little to
further those goals.

 

 Commenting on photos 
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Flickr vs Google+ 

After devoting over seven years to sharing and discussing photos in Flickr, I decided to
transition into Google+. To be quite honest, I did so rather reluctantly, at the insistence of my
wife, who convinced me that Google+ was the up and coming social network, especially for
people with professional interests in a topic.

Once I joined Google+ I inevitably found myself comparing the community to Flickr. My
conclusions were based on my own personal experiences that do not necessarily generalize to
everyone. But hopefully my analysis can provide insights that are useful to photographers who
find themselves comparing the pros and cons of different online photography communities.

When one size fits all

Flickr was intended specifically for photographers, while Google+ was a more general purpose
social network. That makes a significant difference in how well they work specifically for
photography.

The impetus for many social networks is to become a “one size fits all” vehicle. To achieve that
aim, its creators try to offer as many features as possible. Google had done a much better job of
this than Facebook, which in my opinion is an almost incomprehensible mishmash of text boxes,
icons, and pop-up thingys… not to mention the ads sprinkled all over the place. By comparison,
Google provided a simpler, better organized, and more aesthetically pleasing interface.



Who sees what?

In my opinion, Google+ was still more complicated than it needs to be for photographers. Case
in point: even after being there for a few months, I was still not sure, of the several photography
groups I joined and created, who could see my new posts. This is a problem with complex social
networking systems. There’s so much versatility in creating various audiences and overlapping
audiences for your posts that you’re not always sure who your audience is. I don’t ever
remember having that problem in Flickr.

Where am I?

As another example of the complexity of Google+, I asked a more experienced colleague what he
felt was the best way for me to communicate with him. He replied that, “You can communicate
with me here, in this thread.” That was OK with me, except I wasn’t sure where “here” was or
how to get back to it. Again, I don’t ever remember having that problem in Flickr.

Learning Curves

Of course, when we enter any new online community, we must tackle the learning curve of how
to use it effectively. Over time, we get better at it. We understand more about how it works. The
bottom line is that the learning curve for Google+ was steeper than for Flickr.

Sometimes less is more

I have to admit that I let out a silent sigh of visual relief when I returned to Flickr. Yes, it was a
more familiar place to me, but the interface was comparatively simpler, streamlined in
appearance, and easier to use. The more “Zen” an online environment looks, the more I like it.

The image stream 

When people come to visit your work, they often land on the page where they can see the
sequence of photos you have posted over time. In Flickr we called it a “photostream,” which is a
term I always liked. The equivalent space in Google+ was your “profile,” which is a term I found
a bit confusing.

Those images in your stream often are the first ones visitors will see. That first view is important.
After all, it is the first impression many people will have of your work, and we know how
important first impressions are. If a photo doesn’t look good to people right off the bat, they
might not click-through to see the larger sizes.

The images in the photostream of Flickr were considerably bigger and sharper than in the profile
pages of Google+. Flickr does automatically apply a sharpening algorithm to the uploaded image
as it downsizes that image to fit into the first-look box, assuming you uploaded a file bigger than
what can fit into the first-look space (all images need to be sharpened when they are downsized
in order to retain their clarity).



 

Because Google+ was a multipurpose social network, any image you posted, or any images you
viewed, would be mixed in with posts that didn’t contain photographs or that contained images
and information that weren’t about photography per se. The profile page in Google was more
blog-like, and not intended specifically for your photos. In Flickr, it’s all streams of photographic
images – although, I’m sad to say, very few visitors pay attention to the themes and patterns of
someone’s photostream.

The photo home page

In both Flickr and Google, when you clicked on an image in the stream of images, you went to
the home page for that image. In both social networks, the quality of the image was roughly
comparable (tho a bit bigger in Google), as are the features on that page for accessing camera
data and discussing the photo. From that home page, Flickr did enable you to access image sets,
to see where you are in the person’s photostream, to see and create tags for the photo, to see
what groups the photo has been submitted to, and to view a wider variety of sizes of the image. If
it serious about photographers coming to their land, Google might have added such features.

Flickr will also tell you how many views there were of that home page for the photo. Google
didn’t offer that data, which means if visitors didn’t leave a comment or “plus’ed” it, you didn't
know if anyone even looked at it. 

“I like this”

Both Flickr and Google allowed you to like a photo without necessarily having to leave a
complimentary comment. In Flickr you click the “Fav” button while in Google+ it was the “Plus.”

One nice feature of Google was that you could also plus a person’s name in a comment you
make, as well as plus someone’s comment. This could drive up the ratings of not just particular
photos, but also people’s comments about photos and the person’s general reputation.

Personally, I think being able to plus someone’s comment was a very nice feature of Google.
There were lots of great photos in both Flickr and Google fully deserving of favs and pluses, but
great comments are much harder to find. In fact, good discussions about photographs are hard
to find, in part because both cultures have that “stop, drop, and go” mentality, and in part
because many photographers, even the very good ones, don’t know how to talk about
photography. Perhaps rewarding a good comment with a plus can reverse those dilemmas.

Image organization, slide shows, etc

Google and Flickr were generally comparable in how you could create different collections of
photos. Both also offered a feature that enabled visitors to see a slide show of your collections.
It’s a good idea to organize your online photos, if only so you can find them more easily.
Organizing photos also helps you better understand the type of photography you do.

I’m not sure that visitors in Google or Flickr actually used these features very much. In my
experience, a vast majority of activity in online photosharing is a matter of stop, drop (a short
comment or fav/plus), and go.



“Can we talk?”

As I just said, there were tons of excellent photos in Flickr, Google, and all over the Internet.
Therefore, at least in my book, I want more from a photosharing community than just good
photos. I want good discussions about our photosharing.

Unfortunately, that’s something that’s not easy to find. After all my years in Flickr of
encouraging conversation in my photostream, and offering thousands (literally) of what I
consider thoughtful comments im other photographers’ photostreams, I now feel like I’m
squeezing blood out of a rock when trying to get good discussions going. When people do leave
comments, they’re mostly terse complimentary remarks like “Good capture” and “I like the
colors.”

Google did seem a bit better in terms of good conversations about photography, perhaps because
was not designed strictly for photographers, who often tend to be visual rather than verbal
people. But I think there are other factors at play here too…

The culture and it’s life cycle

Every group, online or offline, develops its own unique customs and culture. It seems to me that
in the decade or so of its existence, Flickr gradually became more like a ratings game than a
social network per se. People paid more attention to view counts, the number of comments, and
the number of favs that you get. That’s part of human nature: we like to count the countables,
rather than focus on more intangible things such as the quality of photosharing.

In my opinion, Flickr became a victim of its own success. In it’s massive ocean of millions of
members and billions of photos, people get overwhelmed and lost. There are too many people,
too much to look at, too much to comment on. As a result, people resort to the numbers game as
an indication of something that seems important, which ultimately leads to frustration and
disappointment. Back in the day, I had a good group of Flickr friends to share and discuss
photos with. Gradually becoming more and more disillusioned with Flickr for all the reasons I've
mentioned, almost all of those people left. The grass often seems greener on the other side.

As a younger community in the early days of its life cycle, Google+ did possess more
enthusiasm. It too eventually gravitated towards towards the numbers game scenario in which
people who play the game well do well. In the meanwhile, though people were excited about it as
the up-and-coming social. That enthusiasm showed in the day-to-day experience of being there.
Flickr, by contrast, struck me as a jaded, dying community. When I thought about Flickr, I
began to hear myself saying, “Been there, done that.”

The new generation of social networking

Regardless of the fact that Flickr contains some features that were better for photographers than
those offered by Google, it’s on the decline as a social network. Over time Google might have
improved its photosharing tools so that it could catch up to Flickr. But for the first few years it
rode on the enthusiasm that people felt about it, in part because it was built on a more savvy
understanding of search functions, online authorship, and reputation building in social networks.



The demise of a community

As it turned out, Google eventually shut down Google+ completely, probably because it wasn't
paying off financially. Poof, it all disappeared, including any photo you posted. People were not
happy about it. But that's just the way the Internet works. Communities wax and wane, they
appear and disappear. Sometimes people leave an old community to explore seemingly new,
exciting territories. And sometimes they are forced to move on.
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Reactions to Photos: The Essential Questions

No two people will respond to any
particular photo exactly the same. Over
the years, clinicians and researchers have
developed a wide variety of questions to
help people articulate their personal
impressions. For example, in her book
Phototherapy Techniques, Judy Weiser
proposes dozens of inquiries that explore
the many nuances of how people respond
to photographs.

In my own research and teaching about
images, I’ve been searching for a small
set of essential, comprehensive
questions. Unlike psychotherapy where
the clinician has the opportunity for
ongoing explorations of a client’s
reactions, in research studies and
teaching, time is rather limited. Over the
years I’ve narrowed down the many
possible questions to just seven that I
consider effective for covering a wide territory. Like myself, I’m hoping that other researchers
and teachers will find this set of questions useful. Clinicians might also find them helpful as
starting points for more in-depth explorations.

Some photographers find it easy to discuss the technical and compositional aspects of their
photos, but stumped when it comes to understanding how people personally react to those
images. They too might find this set of questions useful. After all, a photo that is technically good
is, well, technically good – but what does the photo MEAN to people, what psychological effect
does it have on them? Isn’t that what photography is truly about, whether it’s called art,
photojournalism, event photography, or a personal snapshot? Right off the bat, a person viewing
a photo might say things like “I like it” or “What great colors.” This set of questions invites the
person into a deeper conversation about such general reactions. The most rewarding dialogues
occur when people, including the photographer, share their different impressions of an image.

As you’ll see, I designed this particular sequence of questions with some specific intentions in
mind. However, it isn’t necessary to follow any particular order or to ask all of them. In research,
teaching, or just in casual discussions about photographs, people might find all or just some of
the questions useful. Whatever the circumstances, they serve a three-part purpose:
understanding the person viewing the picture, the various meanings of the picture, and the
photographer who created it.



 

1. What thoughts and feelings immediately come to mind?

The initial, spontaneous reaction to a photo often is very important. It’s a gut level impression
that bypasses conscious, rational thinking. It usually revolves around a feeling or sensation that
people might have difficulty explaining. The source of that immediate reaction might be
unconscious. The following questions often help clarify that immediate perception.

2. Describe exactly what you see in this photo?

After discovering a person’s initial reaction, I like to encourage them to describe what they see –
not necessarily in terms of the possible meanings they perceive in the image, but rather simply in
terms of the people. objects, scenery, colors, textures, shapes, movement, etc. Understanding the
simplicity or intricacies of a person’s perceptions often reflects their visual sensitivity and
cognitive complexity. What they see right away, what they notice after examining the photo in
more depth, and what they don’t detect at all, can help you understand their immediate personal
reaction, as well as their replies to the following questions. After asking this second question, you
might push the envelop with additional inquiries, such “What else do you see?” However, this
isn’t necessary. A person’s initial description, even without further questioning, is still fascinating
and informative.

3. What does this image remind you of in your life?

For the first two questions, people might offer their interpretation of the meaning of the photo -
i.e., what they think it's about or the story being told. However, any particular photo doesn't
necessarily have a meaning or tell a story in some objective sense, like a photo of a flower. Even
when a photographer intends a picture to convey a particular meaning and/or narrative, the
viewers' subjective impressions shape the message in some way. The very open-ended Question
3 specifically encourages people to personalize the photo, to project any thought, memory,
fantasy, or feeling from their life experiences into what they see. It’s their subjective
interpretation. Some people readily free associate to a photo, some struggle to see the connection
between the image and their lives, and some have almost nothing to say, which might very well
be an honest reply because the elements of the photo are indeed unrelated to their lives.
Generally speaking, if a picture doesn’t remind a person of anything in particular, let it go at
that. However, keep in mind that the degree of one’s ability or inability to relate to a photograph
also can reveal powers of self-insight or defenses against such insight. 

4. If you could go into this picture, what would you say and do?

Here we’re encouraging the person to delve deeper into a subjective interpretation of the image
by inviting them to immerse themselves into it. It’s the kind of question that encourages fantasy,
daydreaming, and the ability step out of this “reality” and into another one. People vary greatly
in how extensively they can respond to this question, or if at all. This question offers people their
first opportunity to take control over the image, if they so desire - and to manifest how active or
passive they see themselves in it.



 

5. What would you change about the image?

Following Question 4, this one specifically invites the person to change the reality of the image
based on their own needs and expectations. They are not passive observers of or participants in
the picture, but an empowered being who can change the structure, emotions, and meanings of
the photo. In responding to Question 4, some people do discuss ways they might modify the
scene and/or the subjects in it. For those who do not, this question 5 might encourage that
exploration.

6. What message might this picture be giving you?

Following Question 5, this one encourages people to summarize the possible lessons the image
has to offer them. It’s based on the assumption in humanistic psychology that people
intrinsically know how to better understand themselves, resolve personal difficulties, and find
meaning in the world. It’s also based on the assumption that images, in particular, can
encourage people to tap these internal resources.

7. What title for this image would capture its meaning for you?

If posed at the end of this set of questions, number 7 serves as a way to “summarize in a
nutshell” and “sign off” from their exploration of the photo. People typically choose titles
reflecting ideas that stand out in their mind after responding to the previous questions. Their
titles reflect the lingering “hot spot” of meaning and emotion. If you’re looking for only one
quick, easy, and pithy way to determine a person’s reaction to a photo, this is a good question to
ask. Many people conjure up a title that reflects their immediate personal reaction to the photo.
Some choose generic titles, others pick ones that are specific and unique. In all cases, their titles
might indicate something important about how their mind works in response to that particular
picture, or how it works in general. Exploring in more depth why people choose a particular title
leads to the kinds of insights uncovered by the other six questions.
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Part 5: Portraying Human Psychology 

A good photo is one that captures something
human: what we think and feel; what we fear
and wish; the ways in which we relate to each
other, the world around us, and our
spirituality. This is true even if no humans
appear in the photo. Perhaps it's true for all
images created by humans.

As a capstone for Photographic Psychology,
this section contains a collection of photos that
illustrate different aspects of the human
experience. In the analysis of each image, I will
draw on the principles discussed throughout
this book to show how we might create and
respond to photos portraying important
concepts in psychology.

 The Id
 Inside the Psyche
 Sturm und drang
 Childhood trauma
 Derealization
 Group Conflict
 Reaction Formation
 Self actualization
 The unconscious
 The house as self

 Face recognition
 Deindividuation
 Addiction
 Immersion
 Integrity versus despair
 Perceived privacy
 The collective unconscious
 The mind as associations
 A second life in virtual reality





- The Id -

Freud said that the Id is the core of the human psyche. Influenced by the emerging evolutionary biology
of his time, he believed that humans, like animals, are born with sexual and aggressive drives that
determine all of behaviors. To live in an orderly fashion within a community, and to build civilization, we
had to learn how to control and redirect these primitive drives of the Id.

In this fun and intriguing transplantation image, the ram's head comes from a display in the
American Museum of Natural History in New York. The body is from a Duane Hansen sculpture
of a weight lifter on exhibit at the Michener Museum in my hometown of Doylestown, PA.
Because the lighting was similar in both museums, the shadows and colors of the head and body
were close enough to make a realistic composite. My shooting position relative to the subjects
also involved a similar perspective.



 

A ram's head on a weight-lifters body seemed to illustrate well the idea of the primitive nature of
the id that resides in all humans, according to Freud. Although not nearly as popular a sport in
his time as in ours, I'm sure Freud would consider weight-lifting to be a controlled redirecting
("sublimation") of the id's sexual and aggressive impulses. The ram-man sitting in a relaxed
posture, but facing us head on with direct eye-to-eye contact, presents an interesting blend of
the casual with the intense, as if he wants to quietly confront us with the fact that animalistic
drives lie right below the surface of our everyday activities.

Beings who are part human, part animal have long been an important feature of classic
mythology, literature, and film. Recognizing, perhaps unconsciously, our evolutionary heritage,
we humans are captivated by this idea that our intrinsic nature stems from the qualities and
motivations of our fellow creatures.

 

 Inside the Psyche 
 Head Transplants 
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 



- Inside the Psyche -

Freud believed the psyche consists of three parts. The id strives to express our primitive impulses.
The superego upholds the rules and morals of society. The ego tries to mediate between the two.

Inside the Psyche proved to be the perfect opportunity for an image involving clones. Because
the id, ego, and superego are all parts of an individual’s personality structure, it made perfect
sense to have the same person (me) portray each one. Attempting to recreate Freud’s concept of
how they interact with each other, I struck a tense and angry pose for the id, an upright and
preachy posture for the superego, and then placed the ego in between the two as it attempts to
assuage both of them.

Symbolic elements were added to enhance the meaning of the image. The id wears black and
clutches a red pillow to represent how its primitive sexual and aggressive energies reside with
the realm of the unconscious. A white shirt captures the superego’s quest for what is good and
pure according to the conventions of society. Wearing a gray shirt as well as eyeglasses, the ego
attempts a rationale compromise between the two. To create some visual continuity, to capture
the fact that id, ego, and superego all belong to the same intrapsychic fabric, and to avoid
excessive wardrobe changes, all three wear the same pair of jeans. Although I didn’t plan it, I
like how the ego seems to sink into the couch, as if exhausted by its efforts as a peacemaker.



 

The three parts of the couch and the pattern of three's in the background details create a tiny
measure of visual rhythm while reinforcing the idea of the tripartite structure of the psyche.

Clone shots are most interesting when the clones interact, as opposed to simply being alongside
each other in the image. Because they are facing off, the strongest psychological line in this
image is between the id and superego, which is consistent with the idea that they often clash due
to their opposing objectives. With the id’s eyes squinting angrily while the superego’s eyes flutter
with self-righteous pretentiousness, I was able to conceal any possible mismatch in their eye
contact, which would have been a clue giving away the fact that the image was created by cutting
and pasting.  Overlapping the ego’s hands with the bodies of the id and superego also adds some
realism to the image, as opposed to images where the clones are pasted into separated areas.

Inconsistent shadows result in clone images that look unrealistic. Here diffuse light from a
window on the right and a lamp on the left created an unproblematic, even illumination. Those
light sources may not be obvious given the fact that I added some vignetting to create a “closed
in” feeling, symbolic of the intrapsychic world. The black frame with an inner glow enhanced that
effect, as if we are looking down into this scene.

 

 Shooting Clones 
 Psychological Lines 
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 



- Sturm und Drang -

It isn’t easy being a teenager. Developmental psychologists have referred to it as the period of
“sturm und drang” (storm and stress). This may be especially true in our modern times when so
many pressures, biological and social, challenge the identity of the teenager.

My daughter actually was in a good mood that night when she sat down on the foyer step to talk
with us. She had just come home from a Halloween party, for which she wore a "Wayne's World"
costume. I was sitting on the living room rug with my camera at the time, and decided to lie
down below her to snap off a few shots while we talked.

 



 

In this one, I like how her arms, legs, and head all converge on the center of her body, which
expresses the idea of the inner focus and internal struggle that many teenagers experience. The
heavy dark vignetting and black frame add to that closed-in, internalized, overwhelmed feeling.
The untied sneakers and holes in her jeans also suggest a struggle, chaos, being worn down and
unable to function properly. In post-processing of the image, I used a technique that is popular
among her generation: a dramatic and edgy high contrast along with a subdued saturation of
color, as if some emotions are suppressed even if their lives are intense. Despite that overall
reduced saturation, I decided to boost the red in her hair as a reminder of the underlying
emotional intensities. The fact that we can't see her face allows her to become a generic figure
representing all teenagers, as well as conveys the idea that adolescents aren't always sure about
who they are, or they may feel they need to hide their thoughts and feelings. Although we adults
know this is all part of growing up, the low camera angle magnifies the largeness of the subject
matter in the eyes of the teenager.

 

 The Big Picture of Composition 
 Image Shaping ("post-processing") 
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 



- Childhood Trauma -

The effects of childhood trauma may last long into adulthood, even though the person may not remember
the trauma itself. Some psychologists believe that the stressful experience is preserved in the
unconscious, or embedded in the pathways of the brain, inflexible and unchanged.

In this image, the wagon serves as a clear symbol of childhood and the child's sense of self.
Resting heavily within it, the square block of concrete represents the intractable trauma. The
high saturation of colors, the brittle sharpness of the image, and the resulting course textures all
point to the intensity of the emotions generated by the trauma. The large black frame magnifies
the "pop" of the colors and sharpness, while also, perhaps paradoxically, suggesting things
enclosed and hidden - a suggestion reinforced by how the square shape of the frame echoes that
of the stone. The image has a subliminal uneasy and precarious feeling generated by its slight tilt
and by the wagon handle that seems to hang in space without any support. The wagon itself is
cut off and visually incomplete, just as the child's development is thwarted by the trauma.

 



 

Although an early trauma indeed can weigh up a person's life like a block of concrete, it also may
contain many intricate details, as suggested by the complex array of pebbles within the slab of
concrete. Despite the visual gravity of the image, a promise of hope could be offered by the
wagon handle. It's the way the damaged person might be lead toward healing, a way of "getting a
handle" on the trauma.

I took this shot in the back lot of a foundry, where the workers had desposited a wide variety of
miscellaneous objects. While some people might categorize it as a "junk yard," I saw it as an
exciting field of precious photographic possibilities.

 

Texture 
Image Shaping ("post-processing") 
Symbolism: What does it mean?

 



- Derealization -

In derealization, a person perceives the world as somehow unreal. It may seem distorted,
distant, flat, or mechanical, as if one is in a dream, cartoon, or fantasy, or looking through
glass or water. As one type of “dissociation,” the experience can be harmless and caused
by mild levels of stress. In more extreme cases it might be caused by traumatic
experiences or drug use.

Surreal and other fantastical images are very useful in illustrating concepts in psychology related
to altered states of consciousness, such as dreams, hypnosis, psychosis, and even spiritual
experiences. The imaginary visual effects can be created during post-processing using a wide
variety of image editing techniques. Imaginative shooting also can lead to some very fantastic
results. Reflections in glass, metal, and, in this case, water are especially popular and fascinating
to explore.

During a family vacation in Maui, I went for a stroll one night, expecting to photograph the
setting sun and the illuminated plant life. I did some of that, and then noticed the marvelous
reflections in the swimming pool. The surfaces of the nearby building glowed under the oblique
rays of the sun and were clearly visible in the pool. But despite the vibrancy of those colors, the
reality created still looked liquidy, distant, and dreamy, as water reflections usually do. By tilting
the camera, I enhanced the surreal appearance by creating a variety of disorienting diagonal
lines, as if reality is no longer straightforward, but bent and crooked.



 

The inclusion of a person in the photo prevented the image from going totally abstract while
retaining the human element of this strange reality: the experience is a product of a disoriented
human mind. The fact that the subject seems to be disintegrating creates a creepy sensation, as
derealization often is. This type of dissociation involves a breakdown in the mind's ability to
decipher what is real and what isn't. Like the subject in the image, the person feels surrounded
by a world that is disjointed and purposeless.

 

 Breaking Rules
 Synesthesia 
 Bokeh

 

 



- Group Conflict -

Groups tend to move through several stages in the course of their development. In the
conflict or "storming" stage, people criticize and judge each other. They may compete for
status and power. Emotions run high. The words “should” and “must” surface often, as
people demand that others live up to their expectations. One person may become the
scapegoat for the group’s emerging hostilities, but it’s difficult for anyone to avoid being
drawn into the turmoil. If the conflicts can be resolved, the group becomes stronger as
people come to understand each other better and learn to accept diversity within the group.

In my course on group dynamics, students participated in an interpersonal learning or "self-
analytic" group. The purpose of the group is to explore how its members perceive and react to
each other, and to understand the underlying social-emotional processes that contribute to the
atmosphere of the group. As the students discover, and as described in the caption for the photo,
conflicts invariably pop up in almost any group that exists over an extended period of time.

One of the exercises in the course involves the group setting up various poses that illustrate some
of the basic principles about group dynamics. I take shots of the poses so the group can later
view and discuss them. In this one, the group chose to illustrate that idea about conflict.

Behavior in any group is part conscious and part unconscious. Posing for a staged shot is no
exception. In this image, it's hard to tell what the group consciously intended to illustrate in
their pose and what they revealed unconsciously.



 

 

In either case, they did a great job of portraying some of the essential features of a group
conflict. Subgroups form. Someone may become the focus or "scapegoat" of the group tensions,
even though the lines of conflict may actually move in several different directions all at the same
time. Some people become enmeshed in the situation while others move towards the periphery.
The fact that several of the people are looking straight at us, the supposedly neutral spectators,
suggests that it's hard for anyone to remain objective and uninvolved. It's so easy to get pulled
into the conflict. Those students not looking into the camera establish lines of sight amongst
themselves that hint at the complexity of the psychological connections within the group.

Despite the serious nature of the subject, the students are smiling and seem to be having fun.
Here is the important lesson to be learned about conflict. Once people understand and work
through it, the group becomes more cohesive, productive, and enjoyable. In fact, when viewed in
retrospect, the conflict is something the group often jokes about.

For the post-processing of this image, I decided on a tight crop along with a combined motion
and zoom blur to enhance the feeling of enclosed energy and the sensation that we are being
drawn into the image. I intended the high saturation of colors to convey the intensity of the
emotions that can be generated by a group conflict. The overall effect is slightly surreal, which
points to a common reaction people have to a group conflict: "Is this really happening? It seems
so exaggerated and strange!"

 

 Psychological Lines 
 Interpreting people pics 
 Body language in photography

 



- Reaction Formation -

In the defense mechanism known as "reaction formation," we repress an
emotion that we find anxiety-provoking or unacceptable, while consciously
feeling and expressing the opposite emotion.

Just in case you're wondering, I didn't actually take this shot in a cemetery. The clown was
copied from a photo of Memorial Day parade and pasted into the background image of the
graveyard. The juxtaposition of a laughing clown with a cemetery scene seemed like an ideal way
to capture the concept of reaction formation. A person might appear bubbly and happy on the
outside, while depression or sadness lurks below. In fact, the sad clown has become something
of a cultural symbol of pretending to be jolly while crying on the inside.

His taking a picture of us, the viewers, provides an interesting element of symbolism. Because we
tend to experience the emotion of a person's reaction formation as overly intense, dramatic, or a
bit false, we may feel self-conscious about how to respond to it. The person may put us "on the
spot" to respond in a way that confirms his conscious feeling while helping him deny the
unconscious threatening feeling. The simulated TTV ("through the viewfinder") frame echoes the
shape and concept of his camera, suggesting that we, in return, are taking a picture of him
because we sense the play-acted qualities of his emotion.



 

On a more technical note, I'll mention that the shots of the clown and cemetery were both taken
from a low camera angle, which made the composite more realistic. From the perspective of
psychology, I'll also mention that research indicates many children are in fact afraid of clowns,
probably due to their extreme appearance. And so, while we may, as adults, perceive a clown in a
graveyard as as anomalous combination, our childhood memories of clowns might very well
resonate with this scenario.

 

 The Big Picture of Composition 
 Head transplants
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 



- Self Actualization -

In humanistic psychology, self-actualization is the ability to strive for the possibilities of what
you can become. How can you develop your personal qualities, talents, and creativity to make
life more enriching? Might you have potentials that you don’t yet even realize? Exploring
these questions can be a lifelong process.

With much enthusiasm my daughter and I set out in the canoe to explore the other side of the
lake. The sky was gray with a heavy layer of clouds, which meant possible rain, but we felt
optimistic. We rowed energetically, pausing midway across the lake so I could take some photos.

Literally just a few seconds later, a cloudburst released sheets of water that poured down onto us
as we vigorously headed back to the dock. Even though a bit concerned about lightning strikes,
my daughter and I laughed about our predicament.

I would have been more concerned about my camera getting wet, if not for the fact that I had
quickly stashed it into a plastic bag after the downpour started. I was also glad that, heading out
over water in a canoe, I had been smart enough to bring my old inexpensive digicam, rather than
my new Canon SLR.

 



 

To capture the spirit of self actualization, I used Photoshop to enhance the colors of the
otherwise dull gray tones of a cloudy day. In some cases like this, I'd just boost the subtle hues
provided by nature. In this image, I also added some color that was never there. Colors signify
emotion, so eye-catching colors can convey the excitement and joy for life that self-actualizing
people feel. We could even say that the post-processing strategy of transforming the gray tones of
that ominous moment to bountiful colors captures how self-actualization can arise from dull
lives and even unexpected adversity.

The receding lines and the balanced symmetry of the composition enhance the feeling of moving
forward while remaining centered. Water symbolizing rebirth and rejuvenation, and crossing a
lake symbolizing the adventure of traveling to new shores, help round out the expression of the
self actualization concept.

Proud of my daughter's self-actualizing tendencies, I also like this view from the back that keeps
her identity anonymous, allowing the viewer to identify with this process of traveling to a new
place. That identification is magnified by our sitting in the canoe behind her, moving towards
that promising horizon of who we can become.

 

 Image Therapeutics 
 Movement in photographs 
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 

 



- The Unconscious -

The unconscious is hidden from our everyday mind. It's the realm of childhood memories,
wishes, and fears that we'd rather forget. But what is repressed does not stay so forever.
The unconscious seeks to express itself, often in a disguised and surprising form.

As you may have discovered in other articles here in Photographic Psychology, I sometimes use
"clones" to illustrate psychological concepts. Principles in psychoanalytic theory lend themselves
especially well to images where one's persona is duplicated to represent the different facets of
the self as described by that theory.

Here we see the conscious self lying on top of the table, not coincidentally reading Freud, the
founder of the theory of the unconscious, while the unconscious aspects of the psyche lie below.
The thumb-sucker represents the infantile self and forgotten childhood memories, while the "see
no evil" clone symbolizes the unconscious as a realm of anxiety-provoking thoughts, wishes, and
emotions that we'd rather not acknowledge. However, as psychoanalytic theory suggests, the
unconscious never remains completely repressed. It always seeks to express itself, often in
disguised, indirect, and mysterious ways - as indicated by the curious sculpture that the third
clone places onto the conscious plane. The conscious self notices it, although he appears a bit
perplexed about what it is and where it came from.

 



 

I chose the sculpture rather than, say, some other household item, to convey how artistic works
often channel repressed ideas and feelings through the process known as "sublimation."

Freud staring at us from the book cover invites us into this scene, reminding us that this same
situation plays out in all our lives, even though we may not always realize it.

Bounce flash for the separate clone shots provided the diffuse lighting that was necessary to
combine them into one image without inconsistent shadows. By wearing dark clothes, I was able
to merge the clones below without having to worry about any of their body edges clashing in
ways that made the composite look phony. The overall dark and undifferentiated blending of
those clones also is consistent with the concept of the unconscious as an obscure domain of the
psyche. The only difficult part of taking these shots was my having to repeatedly scramble under
the table before the self-timer on the camera expired. I worked up a sweat doing that.

 

 Shooting Clones
 Inside the Psyche
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 



- The House as Self -

The house can be a powerful symbol of the self, and often serves that purpose in dreams
and art. The outside of the structure is that part of our personality that we show to others. The
interior is what we think and feel inside. Our unconscious desires and fears hide in the
basement. The types of rooms, walls, staircases, objects, decorations, and colors may all
represent aspects of who we are.

The Fonthill Castle in Doylestown, PA felt like a good choice to illustrate this idea about the
symbolism of the house. Constructed by Henry Mercer, the castle is built entirely out of concrete.
Despite the ordinary nature of its material, it appears intricate, mysterious, and imaginative.
That contrast captures the nature of the human self: we are all made of the same basic
psychological stuff, but we’re all uniquely complex in our individual personalities and lifestyles.

 



 

In the post-processing of the image, I decided on a "night-time" blue photo filter that
emphasizes the intricate shapes and details, as well as that feeling of mystery and dreaming. The
medieval appearance of the Fonthill is a reminder that “house as self” is an ancient archetypal
idea that can be found in art and literature throughout human history. In fact, this castle
reminds me of Carl Jung who wrote about his dreams in which he wandered through a mansion
that represented his own psyche.

 

 The Big Picture of Composition 
 Image Shaping ("post-processing") 
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 

 



- Face Recognition -

A proportionally large area of the human brain is devoted to processing information about the
faces we see in the world around us. Research shows that even at birth infants prefer to look at
pictures of normal faces rather than ones in which facial features are scrambled, as if
recognition of the human face is “hardwired.” It’s impossible to know what infants feel when
they see jumbled faces, but adults often describe them as disturbing and alien.

It really is quite amazing how exquisitely sensitive we humans are to each other's faces and facial
expressions. You'll often hear people say that they tend to forget names but they never forget a
face. It's the single most important visual feature that determines identity, and it makes a
powerful impression on one's memory. As highly social creatures, we are constantly assessing
our social interactions by tuning into what people are doing with their faces in reaction to us.
The variety of ways we communicate with our expressions is no less complex than the variety of
ways we think and feel. For these reasons, it isn't surprising that there are more photographs of
human faces than anything else, and we never grow tired of them.



 

 

I encountered two challenges when creating this image. The first was technical. If you're
shooting with direct frontal light, it's easier (but not easy) to scramble facial features because the
evenly lit and flat quality of the face simplifies cutting, pasting, and blending in. But with
sidelight, as in this shot, there are delicate skin textures and form (shading) that make it much
harder to scramble the facial features while retaining the realistic looking textures and form. You
can't simply cut, paste, and rearrange the eyes, nose, and mouth onto the background image of
the face. You'll end up with a mess, even if you're pretty good with feathering patching, and
cloning techniques. Here's where my otherwise unfortunately receding hair line turned out to be
an advantage I have over some photographers. I copied the forehead area and pasted it twice
into a new layer over the background image of my intact face. After shaping and feathering in
that layer, I had a head with no eyes, nose, or mouth - just featureless skin! Then all I had to do
was copy the facial features from the background image, paste them into layers above the
featureless head, and blend them in using layer masks.

That's when the second challenge appeared. How should I scramble the facial features? I was
rather surprised to discover that it required quite a bit of experimentation to make the face
appear as alien as possible. Several attempts to randomly position the eyes, nose, and mouth
resulted in an ugly and unusual looking me, but the image was still plausible as a person's face.
The mind contains some robust tolerance for accepting a variety of facial patterns as "human," as
Picasso no doubt knew. Actually, quite a bit of research in psychology has focused on the innate
and learned aspects of face perception, as well as impairments in face perception resulting from
brain injury.

 

 Microexpressions 
 Derealization 
 Facial asymmetry and "character"

 



- Deindividuation -

When people immerse themselves into a group, they can lose their sense of individuality and are
not perceived as individuals. They yield to the emotions of the group, sometimes losing a sense of
personal responsibility that leads to antisocial acts.

Although this group of people at a high school graduation were certainly not antisocial, they did
provide me an opportunity to illustrate the concept of deindividuation.

In the original form of the photo, the top tier of people actually appeared to the left of the
bottom tier. I cut that left side and repositioned it above the bottom layer to create a block-like
mass of people, a shape that reminded me of the undifferentiated collective mind of the
machine-like aliens in Star Trek know as the Borg, whose space ship look like a giant cube.

The deindividuated crowd can be powerfully solid, abruptly edged, and unyielding.

 



 

 

Because colors tend to be unique to personal style, desaturating the image seemed to be a good
way to homogenize the individual identities of the people in the shot. The similarly dark,
monolithic background adds to the ominous atmosphere, reminding us of the potentially
menacing consequences of deindividuation. I also wanted to create a high contrast look to
represent the harshly stark feelings that can surface in a deindividuated crowd. At first glance,
the image does look like a very textured abstract. But I also like how the high contrast enables
us, if we look closely, to see what the individuals are doing – as if it is possible to reach and
empathize with each person who joins the crowd.

If you lean in for that close-up view, you’ll see that the people appear rather calm, distracted,
and even a bit bored as the names of the long list of graduates are being called. But it’s hard to
see that unless you look carefully. In this image size, they all blend together into one mass, which
is what deindividuation is all about.

 

 The Id
 Image Shaping ("post-processing") 
 Symbolism: What does it mean? 

 



- Addiction -

Addiction comes in many varieties. It might be biological, psychological, or, in many cases, a
combination of the two. In fact, some researchers argue that the neurochemical activity
underlying extremely compulsive behaviors, as in excessive gambling or computer use,
resembles that in drug addictions. Despite the debates about how to define addictions and
compulsions, their causes, and how to treat these problems, one fact is quite clear: Humans
are very susceptible to them.

This image is not pleasant. Many people say they feel sick or disgusted by it. In that sense, it
succeeds in its purpose. Addiction indeed is a sickness that can overwhelm not only the people
who experience it directly, but also their friends and family members who witness the tragedy.

I discovered this pot filled with cigarette butts outside a college dorm. After shooting it from
different angles, I decided a straight down and head on viewpoint worked best. Just like
addiction, the scene is "in your face" even though we try to stand above it. In fact, we might
imagine that we are about to dive or fall right into the mess.



 

 

The narrow depth of field, with the floor boards out of focus as well as darkened, enhances the
impression that the flood of cigarettes is coming right up at us. Vignetting also keeps our eye
from wandering away from the pot that challenges, confronts, even dares us to deal with it.
During post-processing I darkened the tones, gave a rich density to the colors, and boosted
contrast to increase the sharp, serious, and menacing quality of the shot.

A circular composition worked well for this subject. A circle suggests containment.
Psychologically, it also symbolizes the self. So in this image we see a self filled to the brim with
addiction - a self attempting to contain its dilemma. Yet the problem overwhelms the self,
spilling outside, invading every nook and cranny of the surroundings. Cropping the image placed
the pot-self in an off center, unbalanced, cornered, and trapped position, which is how addicted
people often feel. I chose a brown frame to emphasize the circular shape of the container, as well
as to imply the condition of the smoker's lungs.

We might hypothesize that many students deposited their cigarettes into this container.
However, the fact that most of the butts look similar suggests that one person, smoking his or
her favorite brand, filled this pot. Just the thought of one person smoking so much indeed feels
sickening.

 

 Circular Compositions 
 Vignetting
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 

 



- Immersion -

We humans have this powerful ability to step away from reality in order to immerse ourselves
into imaginary realms – whether it’s a book, a movie, or some virtual world in cyberspace.
Immersion turns that realm into an alternative reality for us to experience and explore.
Photographic psychology is the study of how we immerse ourselves into images.

In this photo I see the girl delving deep into the story offered by her book. She seems totally
unaware of the environment around her, even though the many lines create an energetically busy
scene. Her large sunglasses similarly suggest that she is blocking out the world. This is a key
feature of immersive experiences: the scene around us disappears from our awareness.

The layers of lines also seem to push her into and through the book. Like a net, they capture her
mind within the immersive story she reads, as does the frame for the picture, which is square,
stable and secure. I see the lines as external manifestations of the patterns and energy within the
book. The forces of the story also flow through the diagonal and triangular lines created by her
arms and legs. The black-and-white processing of the image focuses the eye on the shapes of
these lines by eliminating colors that might otherwise catch the viewer’s attention.



 

 

Many of the quotes below from people who viewed this image reveal the psychological effects of
the immersive experience. We might also consider this interesting question: what is the girl
reading? What kind of immersive experience captures her? This is the mystery behind the image.
It would tell us something important about the kind of person she is. So too your personality is
revealed by the particular types of immersive experiences that capture your imagination.

“Relaxation came to mind. The girl seemed totally content without a worry in the world. I
imagine that the girl’s life is not that simple or relaxed. I related this to my life with a million
confused thoughts and stresses.”

“I think of the image as freeing herself, for a moment in time, from all her troubles.”

“The girl reminds me of myself. I wish I could just stop life for a moment and simply BE. Don’t
think – just be in the moment, here and now.”

“The photo gave me a message to relax and not let the hardships of life take over me.”

“I saw this image as a kind of double-entendre: reading between the lines.”

“It just feels alone.”
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- Integrity versus Despair -

According to Erikson’s theory about the stages of psychosocial development, the last stage
involves the challenge of integrity versus despair. Do you look back over your life and believe
that it was a good one, that you lived it well. Or do you carry a sense of regret, feeling the
weight of missed opportunities and bad decisions?

I took this photo at an amusement park as people were waiting to enter one of the attractions.
The atmosphere was filled with excitment and fun. Here's an example of how the post-processing
of an image can quite radically transformed the feeling of a scene.

I intended its darkness and the placement of the elderly woman on the far right as symbolic of
the last stage of life, approaching the transition that is death. So too, the cropping of her body at
the knees, which usually is considered poor photographic technique, suggests the cutting off of
this life and the entry into the next realm.

Some people interpret the vast field of black in a negative way, as if the life behind her was
somehow dark and tragic. But I didn't necessarily intend it that way. Instead, for me, the empty
or "negative" space remains a mystery. Her past life could have been one of despair, or one of joy
and fulfillment. We just don't know. Her body posture too is intriguingly ambiguous. Does she
appear tense, relaxed, impatient, thoughtful? We can read it in a variety of ways.

 



 

In terms of composition, the use of a wide expanse of negative space might be considered
unusual and uncomfortable. And yet, it does roughly follow the rule of thirds. The woman
occupies one third of the space, while the blackness takes up the remaining two thirds. As a
result, the picture might feel, perhaps on a subconscious level, proportionally balanced. Again,
that dual possibility of experiencing the image as subtly balanced or uneasy symbolically
represents both options of interpreting one's life with integrity or desspair.

 

 Breaking Rules
 Negative Space
 Rule of Thirds

 

 



- Perceived Privacy -

In telecommunications and cyberspace, we might think that we are speaking in private to
friends or family, when in reality those communications could be accessed by anyone
and may in fact be very public. Cyberpsychologists call that illusion of confidentiality
"perceived privacy."

It's interesting that perceived privacy even occurs in social media when only a few people are
speaking to each other, even though many others might be listening. Sometimes we intellectually
know that anyone might be tuning into our discussion, right now or later... but we feel and act as
if no one else is there.

I created this image with those ideas in mind. I placed the young woman texting on her phone
into a dark background, in the corner of the frame, with her body dimly lit - all of which suggest
seclusion and privacy. The fact that she is squatting reinforces the idea of her being enclosed in
her own space. The tight square frame also provides a feeing of containment and security.



 

 

A warm, comforting atmosphere is created by the sepia tones, but then that's the danger of
perceived privacy: is this really a safe, secure place?

Note the similarity of this image to the previous one about integrity versus despair, but the
difference in intended meanings.

 

 Body language in photography
 Cropping and the frame 
 Negative space 

 



- The Collective Unconscious -

According to Carl Jung, all humans, regardless of culture or historical period, share the
same patterns of thinking and feeling that have formed over the course of human evolution
and now reside deep inside the mind. He considered this "collective unconscious" to be a
type of genetic memory, an inner source of wisdom and illumination - the God within. He
found evidence of this universal mind in the tales of classic mythology and he believed that
the collective unconscious, although hidden within the psyche, speaks to us in our dreams.

I took this photo at the Franklin Institute in Philadelphia. Lagging behind my friends as we left
the museum, I leaned over the railing to capture this image as they and several other people
descended the stairs ahead of me. Because the light was low, I was forced to use a slow shutter
speed and high ISO. I decided that I might be able to apply the resulting grain and soft focus in
composing a dreamy, almost surrealistic quality to the image, as if we are getting a glimpse into
a distant memory. The painterly appearance, enhanced by small doses of the Photoshop dry
brush and film grain filters, seemed consistent with the idea of mythology.

 



 

It's interesting to note that Jung's idea of the collective unconscious was inspired by a dream. He
saw himself inside a house filled with paintings and containing a long staircase that descended
deep into a cave below, where there were bones and artifacts from an ancient civilization. Rather
than portraying a cave, I decided to represent the source of the collective unconscious as a
diffuse white light created with a Photoshop lighting effects filter. The group of people
descending the stairs together, towards that light, suggests that they are sharing this foray into
this origin of the human mind.

 

 The Big Picture of Composition 
 Image Shaping ("post-processing") 
 Symbolism: What does it mean?

 

 



- The Mind as Associations -

Associationism in philosophy and psychology maintained that the mind works
by learned associations. A sensation, idea, or feeling is linked to another
sensation, idea, or feeling according to how they are similar, with very
complex chains and clusters of associations determining the processes of
the conscious and unconscious mind.

We're all familiar with the notion of a light bulb going off over one's head to signify the popping
of an idea. This photo capitalizes on that cultural symbolism. The bokeh bubbles of light from
our Christmas tree served beautifully to represent the complex world of associations within the
human mind. They're all at least slightly different, vibrating with energy, forming all sorts of
chains, clusters, and patterns, some blurry or fading back into darkness, while others push
forward with bright, sharp clarity - just like I imagine the dynamics of sensations, thoughts, and
feelings within the psyche. The black background on the sides represents the realm of the
unconscious, where the light bubbles remain hidden, while the dark vignetting along the inner
edge of the image layer conveys the sensation of being inside the mind. Some psychologists, like
the famous William James, talked about consciousness as a "field." I think this photo effectively
conveys that concept.

 



 

When my wife and I took my daughter Christmas shopping, we told her she could get anything
she wanted as a present for herself (within reason). She picked this styrofoam mannequin head.
It would seem like a strange choice, except for the fact that she's a design student. Although I
might have used a real human as the subject for the photo, this mannequin intrigued me as it
did my daughter. It looks so thoughtful, calm, and introspective - perfect for the concept of this
image. Centered in the photograph with that peaceful expression, the head helps ground and
unify the busyness of all the bokeh light bubbles, just as the "self" serves as the intrapsychic
center that unifies the field of consciousness. Rather than being a particular person, the
mannequin's minimalist face stands for all people, male and female. I chose side-lighting to
emphasize the inner versus outer (dark vs light) sides of the head, and to draw out its texture
that echoes the dots of light.

I find mannequins to be very cooperative and patient subjects, although they have a hard time
changing their facial expression. I'd highly recommend getting one for the study of portrait
lighting techniques, and just because they are fascinating subjects. Their usually ambiguous
expressions can acquire a variety of subtle meanings depending on how and where you
photograph them. They're perfect if you want to encourage viewers to project their thoughts and
feelings into the mysterious mannequin subject.

 

 Bokeh
 Symmetry 
 Symbolism: What does it mean? 



- A Second Life in Virtual Reality -

In some of the virtual worlds of cyberspace, you create a visual representation of yourself called an
"avatar." Your avatar might reflect how you actually look, or it can be something quite imaginary. You
use it to travel through the virtual reality, interacting with other avatars, forming relationships,
experimenting with your identity, and finding adventures. As the name of one of the most popular
virtual worlds suggests, you can develop an entirely new "second life" in this alternative reality.

Creating this image brought me back to the beginnings of my fascination with visual
communication in cyberspace. In the mid-1990's I joined and began writing about the Palace,
one of the first online avatar communities. Although Second Life was a supercharged version of
Palace, I decided not to spend much time there, in part because the software learning curve was
steep. Even mastering how to walk my avatar in a straight line, without looking like a zig-zagging
newbie, was difficult. The social psychological dynamics of the community also were not much
different than what I had studied more than a decade earlier at the Palace. It was a "been
there/done that" sort of feeling. Nevertheless, I enjoyed my brief stay there, especially
constructing my avatar. One of the last things I did in Second Life was work on this image.



 

Anyone who has created an avatar knows that it's not a simple endeavor, especially if you're
trying to design one that looks like you actually do, or is truly unique or sophisticated. When I
first created mine in Second Life, I decided to replicate, as best as I could, my actual appearance,
rather than building some fantastically impressive or idealized persona. As is often the case for
me online, I opted for the real me rather than an imaginary me. Once my avatar was completed,
I transported it to an isolated location, clicked the button for putting it in the appearance-
editing mode (which seemed thematically and symbolically appropriate for this image), and took
a screen capture of it, or should I say "me." I then (in reality) dressed myself in similar clothes,
took a shot of myself in the same pose as my avatar, and using Photoshop inserted myself into
the screen capture. Being a newbie in Second Life, I didn't know how to rid myself of the cap
which the avatar program automatically popped onto my head. In reality I don't own such a cap,
nor do I have any belt with that kind of buckle. But again thanks to Photoshop, that image-
making program no less amazing than Second Life, I simply borrowed those items from my
avatar.

Of course, some interesting philosophical questions then emerged. Which one is me and which
one is the avatar, or are they both avatars? Is the one on the right a copy of the one on the left,
or vice versa? Will the "real me" please stand up! As the lines, steps, staircase, and diagonals
suggest, there are many ways to go with one's identity in cyberspace. When it comes right down
to it, that's the fundamental issue of identity for everyone in virtual realities.

 

 Shooting Clones 
 Avatars and Icons 
 Online Photosharing Communities
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The Photographer's Eye: Composition and
Design for Better Photos – Michael Freeman

Freeman has written several very good books about
photography. For me, this is one of his best. Some of his
other books contain technical information about
exposure and light dynamics that I found somewhat
interesting, but it didn't change my photography much.
The Photographer's Eye covers the kinds of topics that
I love to think about and apply. Understanding
composition and design will improve your photography
a whole lot more than trying to grasp technical fine
points that make only slight differences in the photo.

Freeman's organizes the book into six broad, overlapping chapters. It's in the
subsections within chapters where he hits the mark in outlining distinct aspects of
composition and design. He covers a wide range, including the usual topics, such as
different types of lines, color, the Gestalt principles, shapes, movement, perspective,
and rhythm. Other sections pinpoint some uniquely conceptualized topics such as
"hunting," "reaction," "anticipation," "delay," and "return."

Freeman's photographs are excellent. Most of it is old school in that you won't see
very unusual shooting and post-processing techniques. The colors and compositions
are nevertheless beautiful, and they illustrate his points perfectly.

The Photographer's Mind: Creative Thinking for
Better Digital Photography – Michael Freeman

Freeman's sequel to The Photographer's Eye, no doubt
published and subtitled to specifically catch the eye of
digital photographers, does overlap some with its
predecessor: much of it is devoted to the design of
photographs. It's also similar in the somewhat broad
and overlapping concept of its three chapters ("Intent,
Style, Process"). Unlike the prior book, Freeman does
address some of the more intriguing psychological and
cultural aspects of good photography.

The book contains 24 excellent essays about the visual and conceptual ideas behind
the making of photos. Some of the more unique ones include such intriguing titles as
Different Beauty (what is a beautiful photo?), Dead Monsters (overwhelming photos),
Cliche and Irony, Lifting the Mundane,The Reveal, Rich, Drained, and Luminous.
Adding these topics not covered in his prior book, Freeman demonstrates his
versatile insights into the many artistic facets of photography.



 

As with Freeman's earlier book, the photos and page layouts are beautiful. His two
books combined make for a very dynamic duo. Read and study both of them, in
addition to Zakia's book, and you will have covered most of the territory you need to
really understand the design and compositional elements of images.

Phototherapy Techniques: Exploring the Secrets of
Personal Snapshots & Family Albums – Judy Weiser

Most photographers know a great deal about the technical
aspects of how to design images, but not nearly enough
about the personal psychological and emotional reactions
people have to them. Many people, including photographers,
simply don't know how to talk about the meanings,
memories, thoughts, and feelings they perceive in photos,
including their own.

Here's where Weiser's book offers a powerful supplement to
the conventional education of photographers. Her work is
intended for psychotherapists who want to understand how creating and viewing
images can be used for personal insight and growth - but this is information that any
photographer needs to know, including both the professional wedding photographer
who wants to offer shots that strike an emotional chord with the couple, as well as the
fine art photographer who pursues images as a form of self-expression.

By exploring your self-portraits, photos of you taken by other people, any photos you
take or collect, and the various kinds of albums you create, you can better understand
yourself, your relationships, and your life, including photography's role in it.
Realizing the conscious and unconscious reactions you have to images makes you a
better photographer. Weiser's book gives you those insights about yourself and your
work, as well as the questions you need to ask when discussing photos with people.

Color Workbook – Becky Koenig

Some say they prefer b&w photography because colors are
"too easy" for catching the eye. This book proves there's
more to color than that. Koenig focuses on color for artists
and designers, but it also contains a wealth of information
that is very useful to photographers, ranging from a clear
summary of the physics and perception of color, through
the complexities of color systems and physical versus
computer generated color, and onward into the realms of
designing with different colors, color schemes and
interactions, expressive color, and color in art. The
illustrations include informative diagrams, paintings from
the world of art, and, occasionally, photographs.



 

While shooting, photographers attend to the color the scene offers them. While post-
processing, the only limit to what you can do with color is your imagination. In both
scenarios, and especially the latter, your understanding the dynamics and interactions
of color will determine the effectiveness of the final image. This book will give you
that understanding.

The Photo Book – Phaidon Press (Ian Jeffrey)

You could spend the rest of your life looking at the billions
(literally) of images in cyberspace, discovering some truly
excellent ones along the way. Unfortunately, you'll also
come across many millions that lack luster. You also might
accidentally navigate into online deadends where you're
seeing only certain types of photos, without realizing how
many other types are out there.

If you're hoping that someone could do some vetting for
you, both in narrowing down the range of images to view while also giving you the
best of shots, get this book. Going in alphabetical order of the names of renown
photographers, Jeffrey provides one shot by each person, with a total of 500 images
in 500 pages. He also provides a short description of each photographer's work. Of
course it's impossible to capture everything about a famous photographer in just one
of her/his photos, but the book isn't about an in-depth analysis of any one artist or
school. It's about appreciating the very wide range of styles, subjects, and inspirations
throughout the history of photography. If you want to understand where your work
fits into this history, or to be motivated to explore other ways of doing photography,
spend a few minutes each day browsing through this book.

Given how much photography has exploded since 1997, when the book was first
published, it probably needs updating. Nevertheless, for a swift, exciting ride through
the vast world of photography, this is the book to get. It comes in a large hardcover
version as well as a small portable paperback. The larger version offers bigger and
therefore more immersive photos, while the smaller version comes in handy when
you're on the move, like on vacations or riding the bus.

The Art Book – Phaidon Press

Why should photographers bother with a book about art?
Similar to The Photo Book, it teaches us about the
wonderfully diverse world of visual styles, subjects, and
artistic intentions. Ever since photography was invented,
many artists and photographers have inspired each other. And
let's not forget that in this digital age of ours, the incredible
versatility in shooting and especially post-processing images
makes photography more and more like painting.



 

Similar to its photography counterpart, The Art Book offers an A to Z guide about
artists from medieval times to the present day, including paintings, photographs,
sculptures, video, installations and performance art. Each page is devoted to one
definitive work from each artist, with accompanying explanations and information.
Like The Photo Book, it is a widely acclaimed encyclopedic vehicle for exploring
different periods, schools, visions, and techniques in the world of art.

Keep The Art Book and The Photo Book nearby, browse through them on a regular
basis, and you'll never run out of motivation or ideas for your photography.

The Tao of Photography – P. Gross & S.I. Shapiro

Some people talk about the spiritual and mystical
dimensions of photography. That doesn't necessarily mean
they rely on some transcendental being or force when
taking photos. Instead, true to eastern philosophies like
Taoism and Zen, it means learning how to see things for
what they truly are, rather than what you expect them to be.
It means recognizing the intrinsic beauty of the visual world
rather than trying to manufacture a shot that looks good.
This state of mind can improve any photographer's work.

The Tao of Photography explores this territory with beautful black-and-white photos
(including ones from Henri Cartier-Bresson, Alfred Stieglitz, and Dorothea Lange),
along with words of wisdom from eastern philosophy and western mystical thinkers.
The book also contains some exercises in developing the type of awareness that many
people nowadays, including photographers, call "mindfulness." However, as is true of
many contemporary books that discuss mindful photography, the Tao of
Photography offers the wonderful philosphical and poetic ideas behind this state of
mind, but not a whole lot of how-to suggestions. If you really want to develop
mindfulness to an extent where it can truly change your photography, you'll need to
go elsewhere, beyond photography books. That's why I include herre the classic,
widely acclaimed book Wherever You Go There You Are, by the eminent Jon Kabat-
Zinn. These are lessons that will not only change your photography, but your life.

The Creative Digital Darkroom - K. Eismann & S. Duggan

You could go on and on forever browsing books, web pages,
and videos about how to use Photoshop, and continue to learn
more. That's how powerfully versatile Photoshop can be.
Unfortunately, it's a steep learning curve from understanding
the basics to mastering sophisticated image-editing effects.Of
all the material I've looked over, I'd recommend this book as
an excellent place to learn the fundamentals, while also
discovering some very do-able techniques that will give you
interesting effects for your photos.



 

The progression of chapters basically follows the photographer's workflow. Eismann
and Duggan begin the book by discussing the nuts and bolts of setting up Photoshop
on your computer, as well as how to manage and organize your images with Bridge,
which is the program that accompanies Photoshop.

In subsequent chapters they move onto basic techniques for toning, contrast,
dodging, burning, exposure control, and color correction. In the last chapters, they
delve into more creative techniques for working with color, texture, image blending,
and edge effects.

Some photographers are critical of image "manipulation." They don't think it's real
photography. I don't agree with them. If you have perfect lighting during a shoot and
use all the right camera settings, you'll get a beautiful shot, assuming your
composition and subject matter is also good.

A lot of the time the light is not that great or your camera settings were not perfect.
Here's where Photoshop can turn that average image into something quite good, and
maybe even spectacular. In addition, digital photography, which offers so many tools
like Photoshop, gives you more opportunities to express your vision. What comes out
of the camera is just the first step in this process. The Creative Digital Darkroom
does an excellent job of guiding you onto that path.

Photolanguage: How Photos Reveal the Fascinating
Stories of Our Lives & Relationships – Robert Akeret

Based on his experiences as a psychoanalyst who used family
photographs as way to help his patients better understand
themselves, Akeret developed a system for interpreting the
hidden, unconscious “language” expressed in images.

In his earlier book Photoanalysis and in this sequel,
Photolanguage, Akeret applies his techniques to the
interpretation of photos of both everyday people and famous figures over the past
century, including Adolf Hitler, William F. Buckley, Frank Sinatra, O.J. Simpson, and
Jodie Foster. Based on a careful analysis of subtle body language, dress, and context,
his conclusions about the unconscious emotions and motivations of the subjects is
nothing short of mind-boggling.

Trained as a psychoanalytic psychologist myself, I find his books absolutely
fascinating. To be honest, I wonder how much of his interpretations of what he sees
in photographs are based more on a kind of post-hoc Monday Night Quarterbacking
as opposed to a truly objective analysis of the subjects. Nevertheless, I highly
recommend this book for anyone who enjoys understanding the nuances of
personality styles as conveyed in photo.

 



 

The Definitive Book of Body Language – Barbara Pease

This book discusses body language in the worlds of business and
politics, including such things as how liars gesture, what leg
positions reveal, smiling, and interpersonal attraction as reveal
through body language. Take it with a grain of salt, as not all of
this information has a scientific basis. It's based mostly on the
experience of the authors. Nevertheless, this book will give you
lots to think about when taking and looking at photos of people.

Unmasking the Face: A Guide to Recognizing
Emotions from Facial Expression – Paul Ekman &
Wallace Friesen

Unlike other books about body language, this one really is
based on rather extensive psychological research. The authors
discuss many photos that illustrate variations of the basic facial
expressions of emotion: happiness, fear, anger, surprise,
disgust/contempt, and sadness. They also describe the ways in
which people might try to hide this emotions in their face, as
well as exercises for understanding your own facial expressions
and those of other people. This is an excellent book for
learning how to identify the obvious and sublte emotions expressed in portraits. The
information might also come in very handy when coaching subjects to express
emotions when taking photos of them.

What Every Body is Saying: An Ex-FBI Agents Guide to
Speed-Reading People – Joe Nararro & Marvin Karlins

Written by a former FBI counterintelligence officer and an expert
on nonverbal behavior, this book attempts to educate the reader
on how to quickly assess other people's honest and deceptive
emotions as expressed through body language. As with the Pease
book, it offers lots of fascinating information that photographers
will find very useful, although it should be taken with a grain of
salt. The information indeed comes from experience "in the
trenches," so to speak, but has not been scientificially validated. From a scientific
point of view, we must question whether the body language of people in the world of
crime, politics, and business accurately reflects the body language of peopl in other
social situations.

 



 

The Five C's of Cinematography – Joseph Mascelli

Although intended for cinematographers, three of those Five
C's proposed by Mascelli in his class book about film-making
include camera angles, close-ups, and composition - all of
which play a critical role in photography, especially if you're
going for the elegant look of traditional Hollywood movies. I
not only found Mascelli's explantion of camera angles and
close-ups better than what I read in most photography
books, I also enjoyed learning about the other two C's -
continuity and cutting. Those topics helped me understand
the unique aspects of photography as compared to its film-
making cousin in which the pictures are in motion. Those topics also helped me see
the relevance of continuity and cutting in creating sequences of images in
photography, as in slide shows or image streams in online photosharing
communities. We learn a lot about our skills as photographers when we compare our
craft to kin disciplines in the arts. This is the book if you want to understand the
similarities and differences between photography and cinematography.

Self -Portrait Photography: The Ultimate in Personal
Expression – Natalie Dybisz

Dubbed "superstar of Flickr" by American Photo magazine,
Natalie Dybisz is an award-winning photographer better
known by her online name of Miss Aniela. Known best for her
self-portrait photography, she joins forces in this book with
fellow self-portrait superstars to showcase the many
possibilities of their art form. They pose in costume, in the
nude, while performing stunts, against unusual backgrounds, and in almost any
manner one could imagine. For anyone who wants to explore the many varieties of
self-portrait experiences and where a dedicated journey into this photography
subculture might lead you, this is the book to get.

500 Self-Portraits – Julian Bell

Based on the classic 1937 Phaidon volume with the same title,
this book presents 500 self-portraits from ancient Egypt to the
late twentieth century. Although not specifically about
photography, it clearly demonstrates how artists of all types
have been fascinated and challenged by creating images of
themselves. The works include those by many of the world's
greatest painters and sculptors, including Durer, Rembrandt,
Picasso and Andy Warhol. Each image is a work of art as well as
a study in the psychology of self-perception and self-expression
that all photographers will find inspiring.



 

Mixed Media Self-Portraits – Cate Coulacos Prato

Featuring artwork from a wide range of styles - including
collage, drawing, photography, fiber arts, and mixed
media - this book examines creative self-portraits through
essays as well as a variety of exercises that instruct and
inspire all types of artists, including photographers. Prato
discusses not just the techniques one might use, but also
how the artwork becomes an expression of one's
personality and life.

 

The Practice of Contemplative Photography:
Seeing the World with Fresh Eyes - Andy Karr

As a student of several Buddhist teachers, Andy Karr
applies his training to the disicpline of "Miksang
photography." He explores the importance of seeing
without the thinking mind - the kind of seeing that helps
you notice the beauty of seemingly ordinary, usually
overlooked things. HIs own photography perfectly
illustrates the exquisite simplicity of what we might
otherwise consider banal. His focus on noticing the
balance of geometric forms reminds me of how Cartier-
Bresson talked about the "decisive moment," which often surfaces as a manifestation
of mindfulness. Through various exercises and assignments, he attempts to help
photographers develop the ability to see tones, color, shapes, and textures without
worrying about the meaning or value of the shot.

 

Photographying the World Around You: A Visual
Design Workshop – Freeman Patterson

Freeman Patterson has written several books that I'd
classify as mindfulness photography. They are all
excellent. What I find wonderful about them is how he
gives us a subtle, but profound feeling for his love of
colors, shapes, and textures. His photographs, which often
lean into the realm of the abstract, strike me as a joyous
celebration of the visual beauty in the world that our
intutiive awareness can show us, if we just get out of the
way and let it. He does all of this without refering specifically to "contemplative,"
"mindful," or "meditative" photography. He doesn't have to. You can just sense it in
how he talks about his work and in the exquisite photos he shows us.

 



 

The Zen of Creativity: Cultivating your Artistic Life
– John Daido Loori

Being a fully trained Zen Buddhist Roshi who also
established himself as an accomplished photographer,
John Daido Loori demonstrates masterful insight into
artistic creativity in general and photography in particular.
Inspired by Minor White, he identifies specific elements
that fuel creativity, including the still point, spontaneity,
simplicity, a sense of mystery, the transcendence of
paradox, and nonjudgmental feedback from others. If
you're interested in the spiritual dimensions of
photography as seen through the eyes of Zen, this is the book.

 

On Photography – Susan Sontag

This book is considered a classic philosophical and
psychological exploration into photography. In her
controversial text, Sontag explores photography in terms of
idealistic American notions stemming from Walt Whitman, as
a act of aggression in "capturing" the world, and as a form of
voyeurism in which people record rather than intervene.
Besides understanding the technical aspects of their trade, and
the artistic skills in designing composition, photographers
would do well to have some knowledge about the social and
philosophical aspects of their work. Sontag's book is a very
good place to start.





About John Suler, Ph.D.

John Suler is a writer, photographer, and retired
Professor of Psychology at Rider University.
Internationally recognized as an expert in emerging
fields of psychology, he published widely on topics
related to eastern philosophy, psychotherapy, and
cyberspace. His collected works are available online.

Research into visual imagery lies at the core of
Suler’s work. He has written numerous professional
articles and book chapters on such topics as the role
of visual images in dreams, meditation, creativity,
emotions, psychotherapy, personal growth, and
online communication. As a founder of
cyberpsychology, he was the first psychologist to
engage in an intensive ethnographic study of one of
the original avatar communities, The Palace, where
he pioneered the study of how people use visual
images to express their identities and interact
socially with others. He also was the first
psychologist to undertake a comprehensive
ethnographic study of Flickr, one of the largest online
photo-sharing communities. In his courses on film,
psychotherapy, states of consciousness, and psychological testing, Suler emphasized the
importance of visual images in the expression and transformation of the human psyche.

Suler applied his research on visual images to the development of a new field of psychology that
he calls Photographic Psychology. It is the study of how people create, share, and react to
images, especially using digital photography and in online photo-sharing communities. This
work culminated in his online book Photographic Psychology: Image and Psyche, an innovative
hypertext book that is integrated into the Flickr social network. In his Flickr photostream he
offered fine art photography, along with commentaries on those images, as an ongoing
meditation on ideas in photographic psychology. He often uses conceptual photography to
illustrate important psychological issues concerning emotions, behavior, and human
relationships. In 2012 at the Rider University Art Gallery, Suler presented a solo exhibition of his
photography entitled "Photographic Psychology: Forces that Shape the Psyche."

Suler's lecture at the International Center of Photography focussed on what is often considered
the most critical concept in photography: The Decisive Moment. He describes how his research
has identified the essential ingredients of this type of photograph, including the capture of a
unique fleeting moment, the sensing of visual coalescence, the anticipation of closure, losing and
creating oneself, and the portrayal of “little human moments” that point to the universal
struggles and triumphs of the human condition.



 

His website devoted to photographic psychology caught the eye of Dick Zakia, a psychologist
well-known in photography for his book Perception and Imaging: Photography as a Way of
Seeing. They struck up an engaging correspondence via email, Zakia invited Suler to contribute
sections to the new edition of his book, and after Zakia's death Suler was invited to write the fifth
and last edition Perception and Imaging.

Suler's writings have been translated into a dozen languages and reported widely by national and
international media, including the New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, the BBC, CNN,
MSNBC, US News and World Report and The Chronicle of Higher Education. His lectures at the
Smithsonian Institute featured his photos about states of consciousness. 
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