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Design: Visual Foundations

LEARNING TO SEE: COMMUNICATING

WITH DESIGN

When i1 comes 1o photographic imagemaking, people have plenty of
questions about cameras but don't often ask about how best to accom-

plish their visual goals. What determines the suceess of an image s |

net the camera, but the knowledge of the person operating the
camera. The principal job of a photographer is looking, which defines
all photographic processes. Good photographs are made by keaming
o see. Good photographers become skilled followang their eyes
and seeing things others overbook. Imagemaking is 10 percent what
we encounter and 90 percent how we respond. A good photograph
creates & memory in a viewer by communicaing an expericnoe 1o
amother, Good images are powerlul shaping tools that don't just com-
municae facts, bt ereate [acts by generating their own history = past,

present, and fwure — that can stand alone as a statement ol

photographers organize and synchronize their visual material by
managing the visual disorder within the confines ol the phovsgraphic
space. The arrangement of objects within a pictorial space determines
the degree 10 which a photegraph communicates. Yisual order
revolves around undersianding composition, which Edward Weston
said “is the strongest way of secing” a subject. The foundation of

l_mnp.'r-;;iunn is the l:|l.1l,|1l'|. Process,

BEGINNER'S MIND

Beginmer's mind is a Zen Buddhist concept tha relers o mainLaining
an anitude of openness, cagemess, and lack of preconceplions when
studying a subject, even at an advanced level. The phrase was also
the tike of Zen teacher Shunryu Suzuki's book, Zen Mind, Boginner's
il {19709, which rellects his saying: “In the beginner's minil there

are many possibilities, in the expen’s mingd there are few.” Make the
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THE NATURE OF PHOTOGRAPHY:
SUBTRACTIVE COMPOSITION

!'l-l.:l-\.lli_l:_ AT |'|||||I|||l_;_|||||'\. ifsolves e wractioe of -\\||||||_|,_:|._I.
thinking, Anything ouched by light can be photopraphed; thus the
LTI B W -"'I'\'"!-”:- -'|Ii| 'IIIIZ"\. rianeale sl rament. | |'| '|'_|I,|'. MY
beginners o overcrovwd thels pictorial space with too much informa-
tionn, This can BEOCTILE O % isual chaos in which the bdea and motiva
Ligae behimed thie [HCiUres pes kst The eritical e al a .-_-\.!|._-\.'_.|:_-I|_|!-'"-|
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Metzker said, “The camera is nothing bat 2 vacuum cleaner pleking
up everything within range. There has o be a higher degree of schec

tiwity,” In the 2ol of making ||||.|||-J:_r.:|'|l'|-._ selectivity is all. Since the



camera makes no objections or judgments about what it records, it
ts the photogmpher who creates the reality, making all photographs
simulianeously true and Glse.

Use subsractive composition by going directly for what yeu want
1o inclade in the picture and subtracting all that is not NECCSSATY, €VeEn
it means eliminating clements that intenest you. Concenlrte on
communicating one thing well while bearing in mind the idiom:
“Keep your eye on the prize.” Stay focused. Dont et distracted by
other pretty bits of information in the scene. Compositions suffer
when you dilute your message with unneeded visual distraclions.
Eliminate visual cluner, Concentrage on communicating one thought

- by having a point of departure. Inssead of trying to make & picture
that communicates three ideas, make three images that each com-
municaes a single concept.

This subtractive method of putting the pieture together can help
you leam the basic visual vocabulary, which leads 16 producing
images you desite. A good photographer is like a magician who
knows how 1o make all the unwanted objects on stage disappear,
leaving only what is necessary 1o creale striking images. Do not
ssume everything that happens 10 you is Bodng 1o be interesting o
someone else. Selectivity also applics 1o the ideas that make Uy yosur
Pictures, Some ideas are better than others. Ansel Adams. sk, “There
5 nothing worse than a sharp image of a fuzzy concepr.” Simplify,
simplify, simplify. Imagine being a sculptor of images who chips away
AL i menolithic Bock of reality wntil only what is ahsoluely necessary
remains and then relies on each viewer wo Bl in the missing pheces
o complete the meaning. When you compase, fll your [rame by
Betting close 1o what is most imponant 10 you. Composithons are
weakened when imponant subject matter is 100 small for viewers Io

CHAPFTER TWO

s, Think abowt what photojournalist. Rebert Capa-said: “If your
pictwres aren’t good enough, you aren't close enoagh.”

DEPARTURE POINT

Think about what you wam 1o do before you do it. When you pick
up a camera to do something deliberate and specific, the possibility
of capturing the significant and the usciul s greater than il you stand
on the comer hoping and waiting lor something to occur. Avoid being
the phetographer lrish playwright George Bernard Shaw described,
who, like a codfish, lays a million egps in the hope that one might
hatch. Prepare your mind in advance and stan in a specific direction,
bast remain flexible and open 1o the unexpected. Look for the forune
cookic that reads: “Inelligence is the door o freedom and alen atten-
tion is the mother of intellipence.

ATTENTION SPAN AND STAYING POWER

Belore satellite radio, cell phones, giant screen televisions, the Inter-
met, amd iPods, educated people devored time o resd books — long
and complicated books such as Adam Smith's 900-page tome, The
Wealth of Nations, which revolutionized economic thought and theory
when it was published in 1776, That is no lomger the case. In our
media-saturated chimate, imagemakers compete in a no-time mental-
iy of muhitasking and channel surfing, This makes it critical for
imagermakers not only o ininally grab viewers' altention, bt o keep
it as bong, as possible by producing work tha continues (o sy some-
thing over time. Photographic staying power has almost noi himge, 1
do with the technical means of producing a photograph, for the truth
i foand in how we visually express our thoughts and leelings about
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2.2 Slone's u'-f-pJI'lul'l"' podnl is “sbarting conversabions with shrangers to salivly
mmy curickity and bo acounsalsle images.” When seen in a Erouping Ston™s
Fenagies become 2 map of himself that ironlcally reflects (he larger soclohagical
milber of indent versuos achial achievement.
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a subject. When the expression of something of significance is com-

municated, an image can be said wo [HISECES MEANITE,

PHOTOGRAPHY'S PRIVILEGE

Photopraphy i |1|1|.|:|i]:-r|.'.-|:'l'|l N our sociely, so when wou e out wih

& RIS |:l'|.".lFr!1' will 1'\-|'|;|_'II. BIVE Yo Q) LndgLe l‘“ll‘lll"-'l-'u':- s lee WY,

2.3 In this serles, a regponge Lo the Boom and Bt Mevsds liestyle as seen
franm the viewpoint of madside venues erected during the 19405-lale 19505,
Lawariteen wees color and justapsstition lo catch and hold e aBlenbion.
“People drove across Nevads at night due bo the heat s0d no alr conditloning in
ol cars. In response §o this mass relocablon west, small way statlons wes
Basill, wills the necessities for getting acoss the Mevada deseds. This was Ehe
BOOM of Hevada®s madside commerce. Then, in the mid 19605 BUST! The
Inberibates arrived and the way stations *just up and lelt — their owners keaving
eerpthing behdnd o rush Bo thair next hopetful stike, Hevada inhabilants v
and work on tenucus foundations. We are & Stabe Iruly on wheels, sbways
bonking for and then moving Lo the next Baomi ™
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in that they oo have direcily experienced the photographic proces
Leam to use this shared understanding to your advantage, not as an
CNCULELD fiar III'I.'HEMIIHI|:I|I.' oF uincthseal |:-c'|1:|'ci|_1l'I bt to rsakee thie 1 gEs
you wank 1o make without exploiting the subject. With the appropri
e :|F!-'|:-r|m'|1. you can gel '|:I-.'\-:'-|:l||.' Lo &t 1n POUT pRolure, 1o gel ol ol
your piciwre, w0 hold equipment, or (o just beave you alone, [ all
depends on the amitude that you project o others and yous inLErper-

soal skills in getting people 1o OO X

THE LANGUAGE OF VISION

In ancient Greece, Socrates spoke of the ciemally beawiful geometric
lorms, Owver time these forms have codified into an analytical syslem
that has wremendously influenced imagemaking. This linguage of
viston wilizes light, color, contrast, line, shape, panermn, wexre, simi-
I"“"!"- and movement. Through these lormal visual clesents, one can
make images that convey and enlarge our ideas of whon s worih
looking ar, what we have the right 1o observe and make pictures of,
and how we interprel pictures. Photographac imagemaking can trans-
lorm any object and make i part of our experience by changing it
o semicthing that can be Gxed and studied laer a0 your conve
nience. Inllwential photographers undersiand the visual process and
us |1"'-'|"\-. .|II||'|'| 10§ Ui B0 -:':I.I'Ill_'h'\-\. I|||_ :I_II_‘;I'\-\. ..1III.| L [ [ ||'|_|| resonaEe
m their time |'|III||I|'|!.||1|I|'!'\. with vision _:;-.:-.'r| aait the bouncdaries of
Lhe r.ll'l:.'.li..ll'_l.'_ wvenl mew meeans lor the mesn o us o s ol creaie
lmages whian alfect how we know the world

The desagn principles, such as variety, scale, balance, and empha-
S5, Conlnod |||I' |I'F:'|I"‘~l mialon l"'l |.|‘Il\. Il'||.'I.I|| slruciure of HULRR U T
Bon, The visual clememts such as line, shape, color, and wexaure

LRGN Z ol LII'IIHHI_'\; the cerail amnd comieni within the saructure

24 °l begin by selecting & usbject, and spend Hme with him or bhes
about thedr job, and walching them work. Afler collecting informaticn abouwd the
scenario for the photogragh, 1 set up the camera and begin o direct the person

riking

throughout the space, ssking them o ach as If ihey were schually working whils
siriving 1o find a balance bebween humor and estoem. The rhythen thal sesults

o howrs of conbemplalicn whils comsbucling an image in Photoshop has

shown me that the preces chually taking the plcture is only the Beginning:

. DHigital '.l':lll'l'\l!.'\li']' affers ma an

ages 50 thal they mosl sescessiully

COaTVEYy the bdea | wank o eamer « and this has became an indipensabils

aspech of avy work



PHOTOGRAPHY'S NATIVE CHARACTERISTICS
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34 =The phatographs in MeviNature are inewiricably
Bieikoed oy thee plasnty and Toeests froen which they
canmie, | presend thise maberials life size, emphasizing
thee primary physical reality in & formal that
riferences the magnilude of the lanest floce, The
waorks are composed an a laege lightbos and then
photographed siraight down using a high-resolution
scanndng back in the place of film, enabling e to
sheww an astonkshing visual clarity ol lage scale. This

allows me bo make images that are bess mitaphonical
ini theeir repeesentation amd marne dinect, séich in fum
supports a sense of ‘matter-of-Eicl-ness’ in the
work ™

i Siepden Calkoway, Soiller Troms the seres. Moo Mo,
MO, M T 1A inches. Chsomagenic oolor paind

DESIGN PRINCIPLES
Unity ane Variety

U:nil_jr amd ".l";',I.Til:l:" are wisual s, UJII[}'. also known as ]ILII'II:IIJI'I!l". is
a state of forming & complete, consistent, and pleasing whole that is
planned and controlled by the imagemaker. Variety relers to a samilar
class of subject that is somehow diverse or different. A compaosition
devoid of a unifying principle will generate a chaotic or haphazard
response o what has been photographically represented. A com-
|:l||.'|("|}- unified composition withawl vanely is often boring and
monctonous. Unity controls vanety, but varicty provides the diverse
visual pull within unity that keeps things visually intriguing, Effective
cormpositions wsually have o balance between these twa qualities — a
vartely of elemens held together by a unifying device.

The repetition of patigrn, shape, or size plus the harmony of

color amd texiure are visual ways t\fn.'r-.'.llmg unity. The more complex
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a composition is, the greater the need for a unifying device, & m
subale methed is cominuation, such as when a line or the edge of
object leads a viewer's attemtion from one area of a composition
another, Consider a checkerboard pattern or grid that is complen
unificd amd therefore sanic. Vary the color, size, or e of |
partern and it immediately becomes dynamic. In photography, o
trast is a major method of controlling variety — light against da
large against small, smooth against rough, hard agninst soft. Drams
lighting, known ns chicrogcure, emphasizes these contrasting pgra
tions of light and dark values m two-dimensional imagery, while s

lighting minimizes these dilferences.

Emphasis
Most photographs need a focal poim or points 1o provide vis
emphasis, These are clements thag aaersct the eye and act a5 a vis

climax, sressing a key point or poinls within the composits
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Withowt cmiphasis, your eye tends 1o wander and is never satiated.
Facal point devioes 1o keep in mind are color, contrast, depth of ficld,
isolaion, light, placement, perspective, amd size. One is olten played
ol against ancther; for example, a limited depih of ficld may be used
o sodae the primany subject. Secondary points of interest, kmown as
accents, can direct the eye to pans of a composition thai have bess
wisil value than the rrimary local [T, b are siill e R | 1]
undersanding the work, Yel sometimes an imagemaker will pus

§ W |}'| ICALe -'||||':ll'-""-"“- [} |||.'||:|-c'.-|||||||| l.'..|||||||_I: H| '\.|||:,:||_' .'.II\ _|| | LT
by de ploying a multipliciy of points; this draws attention 1o the entine

sarace of the work insaead of i indiadual clements

Scale

tile and propomion are interrelaced and boath refer 1o size, Scale
inlicaes relative 4iee or extent in COHTI[3EIS00 Lo i consLant anmalard
By showing

that is, relative 1w the size woamicthing “oughi 1o by

objecis larger or smaller than normal, a viewer is made 10 see the

wirkge audiencoes o take

[form in a new way. Such justapositions en
a fresh look at the subject. A classic example s (e dimimeiive effecl

Mhilch ks visible when a | WY oy [p—— I
which k& visable when a human higure = amangsd i conjunction wils
a messive mural or human-made sive such as the Grand Canyon o
a Gothie cathedral, Dadaisy and surrealise anias olten employed scale
as 2 wary Lo make the Gmiliar sornge and the strange Bmiliar, Varying
the focal length of your lens is a pood indtial way wo experiment with
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Propartion invelves the relationship in size ar shape between one thing
and another or between the parts of 3 whole within a COMmpHsilion

Shapes are proportional 10 the area they occupy within the composi

tion, Propomion is linked o ratis, The proponions of a subject are
considered comect or normal if the mtie of ane COMPEnE to anda her
5 acceptable. For example, when making a portrait, if the circle formed
by the head is 3 inches in diameter on 3 6-inch background, it wall be
meore disproponional than if it were placed on a 12-inch background.
Correct propontion is generally based on wha society considers real,
nermnal, or ideal and can change from one Eeneration o the next.

The Golden Mean

The ancient Greeks developed a set of ideal proporions called the
Golden Mean, which they converted into ratics thar could be applied
v draw the perfect body o build the perfect architectural structure.
The Golden Mean, AKA the Rule of Thirds is the proportion arising
from the division of a #raight line into two, so that the ratie of the
whole line 10 the larger pan is exactly the same as the ratio of the
larger part 1o the smaller part. Mathematically, it is a ratio of 1 1o '
(V5 + 1), a proportion that is considered 10 be particularly pleasing
1o the eye and can be found in narural growth pattems in nature. lis
modular repetition has lacilitated its use throughout the history of
design. The Golden Mean can be 3 good starting point, bur just
because something is disproportional 1o a subjective ideal does noe
make it flawed. On the contrary, uniqueness s often atention getting
This means that deliberately changing a compesition's proportions
can be a good method for creating impact. The pasition of the camera
and the distance of the subject from the lens are the easiest WaYS L0
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2.9 In a makeshift sudio, Goldberg formally photogeaphed mombers of the
Dallas Cowbens during braining camgp, By posing the subject with his musoular
beigs i the foraground, Goldbeng was able to make wse of our innabe sense of
hasman proportion to generate viewer inlerest whille conveying & sente of
stiength and athlelicism.

Cary Candewrp Ivnezer Hadiom, Trom ihe sonies Pt Cioobays, 2000, R 3% 12 inches

Belcici i

manipulate proportion, Digital imaging software allows for {-m-:n.m;
post-camera madifications to be made in the areas of propomion and
scale, All these lactors eontrol how the meaning is constrcted, Garry
Winogrand observed, “Photography is about finding out what can
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