Introduction
Taken from “Approaching Photography” by Paul Hill:
“Even though photography has never been easier and cheaper, fundamental questions about the nature of photographs still remain. Why do we make photographs at all, and what is beyond the lure of the equipment that engages our attention? Once technical success is guaranteed, and manufacturers ensure that it is, photographers soon realize that taking photographs for their own sake has little meaning. It is a little like perfecting the technique of dovetail joints but not knowing what it is you want to make. There has to be some purpose to it all.”
On Being a Photographer
(Notes based on David Hurn and Bill Jay’s book)

https://archive.org/details/On_Being_A_Photographer
Selecting a Subject

Photography is only a tool, a vehicle, for expressing or transmitting a passion in something else.

The destination of photography is to reveal what something or somebody looked like, under a particular set of conditions, at a particular moment in time, and to transmit the result to others.

The photographer must have intense curiosity, not just a passing visual interest, in the theme of the pictures. This curiosity leads to intense examination, reading, talking, research and many, many failed attempts over a long period of time.

Let us make the point clear: when the subject takes precedence, you not only start the journey towards a personal style but also discover the sheer joy of visually responding to the world. It solves a lot of doubts, clears away all confusion.

The subject matter is the more important than anything else. The photographer is, primarily, a subject-selector. The history of photography is primarily the history of the subject matter. So a photographer’s first decision is what to photograph. Your curiosity, fascination and enthusiasm for the subject can be communicated to others through the pictures you take of it.

Basic principles of subject selection

First, carry a notebook and compile a list of anything that really interests you – without regard to photography! Be as specific as possible. Then, ask these questions.

Is it visual?

Is it practical?

Is it a subject about which I know enough?

Is it interesting to others? 

Try to select a small, specific do-able project. Just wandering around looking for pictures, hoping that something will pop up and announce itself, does NOT work. 

The best photographers in the world are enthusiastic and knowledgeable about their subject matter and they plan ahead of the actual shooting.

The narrower and more clearly defined the subject matter at the start, the more quickly identified is the “direction in which to aim the camera”.

To use Edward Weston’s term the images should be rooted in the “thing itself”.

Shooting the Single Picture
Reviewing the position so far: the photographer has selected a subject in which he/she has a strong involvement, about which a great deal has been learned from research, reading, writing, talking, and which is continually accessible. Now what?

The photographer must always keep in mind that there is a purpose to the picture. That purpose is to reveal the chosen aspect of the subject matter, to clarify its essence – and to accomplish this goal through a visually interesting picture.

There are two fundamental elements in all picture-taking: where to stand and when to release the shutter. These are the two basic controls at the photographer’s command – position and timing – all other extensions are peripheral ones compared to them.

A really fine photographer is willing to admit doubt, that he/she is not at all certain that he/she has “got it”. They are willing to admit that many little subtleties of camera position, which can’t be pre-seen, might make the difference between an adequate image and a good one. Therefore, don’t be afraid to take multiple images as the scene unfolds and/or as you shift you position.

With action photography, shooting multiple frames (in burst mode) may be used.

The Common Denominators of Better Photography

1. Photographers are not primarily interested in photography. They have a focused energy and enthusiasm that is directed at an outside, physically present, other. They bring to this subject an exaggerated sense of curiosity, backed up by knowledge gleaned from reading, writing, talking, note-taking.

2. The photographer transmits this passion in “the thing itself” by making pictures; therefore the subject must lend itself to a visual medium, as opposed to, say, writing about it.

3. The photographer must assiduously practice his/her craft so that there is no technical impediment between realizing the idea and transmitting it through the final print.

4. The photographer must have the ability to analyze the components of the subject-idea so that a set of images not only reflects the basic categories but also displays visual variety. Intense, clear thinking is a prerequisite to fine photography.

5. The photographer is aware that, like all difficult endeavors, to be good at photography requires an unusual capacity for continuous hard work
“On Looking at Photographs”
(Notes based on Hurn and Jays’s book)

https://archive.org/details/On_Looking_At_Photographs
Remember that the primary function of a photograph is to reveal what something or someone looked like. Is the most important part of the image clearly seen and not confused by a similar-toned or distracting background?

Remember that photography is a picture-making process. Ask yourself about each and every frame: would the picture be improved in position – up, down, left or right; a fraction of a second earlier/later release of the shutter?  In this critical approach to your images you will learn how to evaluate the images of others, as well as judge the merit of your own.

Remember that a photograph is unable to convey your feelings at the time of taking the picture.

Four Fundamentals Principles of Photography
1. A subject is selected because it evokes a head or heart reaction in the photographer.

2. The image is revealed with maximum clarity for the fullest expression of the subject matter.

3. The viewfinder frame is carefully inspected in order to produce the most satisfying arrangement of shapes, from the correct angle and distance.

4. The exposure is made, and the image frozen in time, at exactly the right moment.

The result is a ‘good’ photograph.

The photographer makes a conscious choice from the myriad of possible subjects in the world and states: “I find this interesting, significant, beautiful or of value” (In other words, “Look at This!”). The photographer can be considered as a selector of subjects; he/she walks through life pointing at people and objects; the aimed camera shouts: “Look at that!” 

The photographer can’t escape the actual. The photographer places emphasis on “The Thing Itself, away from self”. 

At the core of photography is the subject matter. Photography’s characteristic is to show what something looked like, under a particular set of circumstances at a precise moment in time.

Abundance of detail – image sharpness – has been a crucial characteristic of photography since its introduction. A fundamental characteristic of a photograph, then, is its compelling clarity.

In terms of a good photograph it is obviously not satisfactory merely to include the subject somewhere in the viewfinder and ascertain that the image is reasonably sharp. The subject may be lost against an equally sharp, cluttered background; it may be too small in the picture area to reveal required information or too large so that it becomes unintelligible through loss of context. Scores of other problems may plague the image with the result that the photograph disappoints its maker and bores the audience.

In practically all cases, the subject and its surroundings must be organized within the edges of the picture area so that:

1. The subject or main point of the image is revealed with maximum clarity and

2. The photograph is transformed from a prosaic record into an aesthetically satisfying picture.

The point of good design, pleasant composition or neat arrangement is not merely to emphasize the artistic abilities of the photographer but to project the subject matter and to hold the viewer’s attention for a longer time while the meaning of the image has a chance to percolate from print to mind.

While looking through the viewfinder the photographer should be concentrating on the edges of the frame and their relationship to the subject matter rather than just looking at the subject alone. Failure to follow this advice will produce a ‘snapshot’ rather than a good photograph.

The photographer makes decisions of viewpoint, distance, camera angle and scale in order to isolate the subject and produce a satisfying arrangement of shapes within the limits of the picture area. This principle of good design is inseparable from good photography.

Photography relies on selection, not synthesis (as in art). A central act of photography, then, is the decision-making process of what to include, what to eliminate, and this process forces a concentration on the lines which separate IN from OUT (The viewfinder frame).

The viewfinder not only isolates the subject from its environment, but it also creates spaces/shapes between the subject and the frame. Hence, the viewfinder frame in photography is a precise cropping tool, segmenting life into balanced images, as well as isolating details. It creates relationship of form. But more importantly it marks photography as a picture-making process.

It is equally important to know when to release the shutter. Time is critical in most photographs. And timing can be crucial whether talking of the season of the year, the time of day, or the precise fraction of a second.

