The Soul of
the Camera
David duChemin

THE PHOTOGRAPHER’S PLACE IN PICTURE-MAKING

The Soul of
the Camera

THE PHOTOGR APHER’S PL ACE IN PICTURE-MAKING

David duChemin

00FMintro_SoC_r2.indd 1

2/3/17 3:06 AM

The Soul of the Camera
THE PHOTOGRAPHER’S PLACE
IN PICTURE-MAKING

David duChemin
www.davidduchemin.com
Ted Waitt
Lisa Brazieal
C O P Y E D I T O R Cynthia Haynes
I N T E R I O R D E S I G N Andrew Massiatte López
I N T E R I O R L A Y O U T Kim Scott, Bumpy Design
C O V E R D E S I G N Andrew Massiatte López
PROJECT EDITOR

PROJECT MANAGER

I S B N 978-1-68198-202-1
1st Edition (1st printing, May 2017)
© 2017 David duChemin
All images © David duChemin

Rocky Nook Inc.
1010 B Street, Suite 350
San Rafael, CA 94901
USA
www.rockynook.com
Distributed in the U.S. by Ingram
Publisher Services
Distributed in the UK and Europe
by Publishers Group UK
LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CONTROL NUMBER

2016944452
All rights reserved. No part of the
material protected by this copyright
notice may be reproduced or utilized
in any form, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording,

00FMintro_SoC_r2.indd 2

or by any information storage and
retrieval system, without written
permission of the publisher.
Many of the designations in this book
used by manufacturers and sellers to
distinguish their products are claimed
as trademarks of their respective
companies. Where those designations
appear in this book, and Rocky Nook
was aware of a trademark claim, the
designations have been printed in caps
or initial caps. All product names and
services identified throughout this
book are used in editorial fashion only
and for the benefit of such companies
with no intention of infringement of
the trademark. They are not intended
to convey endorsement or other
affiliation with this book.
While reasonable care has been
exercised in the preparation of this book,
the publisher and author assume no
responsibility for errors or omissions, or
for damages resulting from the use of the
information contained herein or from
the use of the discs or programs that may
accompany it.
This book is printed on acid-free paper.
Printed in Korea

2/3/17 3:06 AM

Table of Contents

00FMintro_SoC_r2.indd 5

vii

Introduction

153

The Role of Audience

001

The Place of Craft

163

The Rejection

011

The Discovery of Vision

021

Mindfulness of Language

173

Authenticity

033

A Willingness to Interpret

181

Critique

045

The Need for Openness

193

The Need for Love

057

Patience

203

Courage

067

Capturing the Moment

213

The Rejection of Rules

079

Respect for the

223

A (Changing) Eye for Beauty

Creative Process

233

Discipline

095

A Willingness to Surrender

243

After the Camera

107

Obedience to Curiosity

255

The Pursuit of Mastery

119

Improvisation

267

Conclusion

129

Abandon Perfection

271

Index

139

The Search for Story

of Comparisons

2/3/17 3:06 AM

It is we who put the
humanity, the vision,
and the poetry into
our photographs.
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20

camer as in my office

where I sit with my coffee, looking

for the words to begin another book. Some of them are 50-year-old film
cameras that rest on a shelf and remind me of my beginnings in this art, and
they are too rarely used. Some are faithful workhorses, some go underwater.
My latest camera flies. And one of them is a phone. I make, depending on the
year, 100,000 photographs annually. Some of them are good. Most are not. And
if the internet’s testimony about itself is to be believed, in 2014 we uploaded
1.8 billion images per day to social media sites like Instagram and Facebook.
That’s 657 billion photographs a year, made by an equally astonishing number
of cameras. That tells me two things. The first: there is an incredible hunger to
make and share images. The second: knowing how to use a complicated camera
no longer serves as a barrier to creating those images.
Of those hundred thousand images I might make in a year, only a fraction of
them work at a level I consider a success. The rest fall short. For the most part,
they do not fall short because they are not in focus or well-exposed; the camera
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does so much of that technical work better than I can these days. They fall short
for lack of soul. And when the images succeed in doing what I hoped they would,
it is not generally to the camera’s credit.
As the number of images created and shared—worldwide, every day—increases,
so too does the noise. And the noisier it becomes, the harder it is to be heard.
Responding to this noise with more noise only makes it harder. The answer is
not more photographs. Not more noise. The answer is more signal. The answer
is photographs that connect, photographs that rise above the banal and the
solipsistic, the selfie and the trivial. The answer is more humanity. More soul.
If the camera and its resulting photographs are to have that soul, it will come
from us. It is we who put the humanity, the vision, and the poetry into our
photographs.
I celebrate the marvel that the camera is. As a boy of 15, seeing an image emerge
from nothing in the darkroom of my youth was as close to a miracle as my young
eyes had seen. But this book challenges the idea that the camera and the lens
and the settings—however miraculous they are—are anything more than dumb
and mute tools. It is my hope that this book elevates the individual and calls,
once again, for us to look past the megapixels and the sharpness and the giddy
excitement of new gear to something deeper and—if we’re being honest—much
more difficult. It is easy to create photographs that showcase the features of
the latest camera or lens. It is much harder to reveal our souls, to take a risk, to
create something that showcases our vision and our humanity.
Why I go down this road at all is because I am in love with the photograph and
all its astonishing capacity, as a tool, to tell stories, to spark the imagination,
to leverage empathy in the human heart and create change. I believe more
and more every day that the camera, working with time and light as its raw
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materials, can help us to see life with wider eyes, revel in moments we’d
otherwise forget in the constant tide of incoming moments, and share those
moments with others. The camera on its own is a wonder, but in the hands of
the poet, the storyteller, the seeker of change, or the frustrated artist, it can
create something alive that touches our humanity.
The photograph can be an astonishing means of connecting and communicating. But first we must have something to say. Even when all we’ve got is a
hurried, “Hey, look at that!” the photograph can help us say, “Look at that,” in a
hundred ways. Yes, some of those ways require technical knowledge, and there
is, as I’ll discuss later in the book, a place for craft. But many of them rely on
less technical choices—where we stand, which moment we choose, what we
include and what we exclude from the frame. Indeed, the best photographs rely
more on the fact that the photographer saw something the rest of us overlooked
in the first place. To make those kinds of photographs, you have to be present,
with an open mind, and see the world in a unique way.
My bookshelves are lined with books of photographs—some of the photographers whose work surrounds me are Sebastião Salgado, Vincent Munier,
Dorothea Lange, Vivian Maier, Edward Weston, Ara Güler, and Gordon
Parks—and every single one of the photographs these masters made is a
photograph about which I can honestly say: I could have done that. But I didn’t.
I wasn’t there. I didn’t see it. And if I were there I would have seen it differently,
because while our eyes are probably pretty similar, the brains with which we
perceive the world all work so profoundly differently that, were we side by side
in that moment, we’d have seen it—and photographed it—differently. The truth
is: no, no I could not have done that.
The work of these masters, past and present, doesn’t depend on which camera
they had. In some cases, the iPhone beside me is a much more sophisticated

00FMintro_SoC_r2.indd 9

2/3/17 3:06 AM

The Soul of the Camera

camera than the photographers had access to in their lifetimes. No, the images
they created were products of the artists themselves—unique people with
unique perspectives and opportunities, and the courage to make the photographs at all, photographs into which they poured their souls.
Many photographers want nothing more than to make “better photographs,”
and I think this book honours that desire. But many photographers have never
stopped to ask what it means for their photographs to be “better” or “good.” The
competitions that are the daily bread of camera clubs and photo associations
encourage the idea that these “better” photographs can be measured and
judged on a scale of one to ten, as if soul can be measured. We can do better.
This book is another attempt at exploring what it means to make better
photographs. Like everything else I’ve written, so much of it flirting with the
philosophical and what my friends call my “poet-warrior stuff,” my intention is
that this book is deeply pragmatic. If the ideas here have no ultimate “So what?”
driving them, then they’ll be helpful to no one. However, this book is not a
road map to those better photographs. It’s more like a conversation about what
makes a better photographer. We have spent less than 200 years perfecting
the modern camera. It has come a long, long way. It is time now to turn our
attention to what is ultimately responsible for the making of p
 hotographs—the
photographers themselves.

About Art
I’m going to talk a lot about art. And I’m going to refer to myself, and others, as
artists. I do not mean this preciously. I will not capitalize the word or idolize
the idea. Without a clear working definition of “art” as an idea, it’s been too
easy to fall into discussions about what is and what is not art. There are a lot of
things I don’t care about; defining “art” is among them.
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I want to make art. I want to experience it. I want to live artfully. I don’t
want to argue about it. I have never asked, “Is it art?” Instead, I ask, “Does it
have soul?” Is it alive? Do I see something of the artist within? Does it move
me? Does it make me think? Does it challenge me? Does it enrich my human
experience? That is enough for me. There’s good art, bad art, modern art, fine
art. Again, stacked against the things that make my life fuller, these don’t make
the cut, nor do they make my photographs more compelling.
So when I mention your art or refer to you as an artist, and it makes you squirm,
uncomfortable with the implications of that, I do it to call us all back to the
purpose of our work, the putting-in of soul. Wedding photography, advertising,
journalism, wildlife, sports—no matter the genre, the goal is the same. And if
it’s not, perhaps it’s time to ask if we’ve settled for something less than the full
potential of what an image can achieve. People will resonate with the soul you
place in your images. Get comfortable with that idea, or if you can’t do that,
then get comfortable wrestling with it.

About the Photographs
I have chosen to illustrate The Soul of the Camera with a collection of images
that follow the theme of the book—our humanity. Some of these images have
been published before, some have not, and some have, until now, only appeared
in colour. I chose to present an entire book of black-and-white images because
this book is about soul, and in the words of Canadian photographer Ted Grant,
“When you photograph people in colour, you photograph their clothes. But
when you photograph people in black and white, you photograph their souls.”
The images were created on cameras made by Canon, Nikon, Leica, Fuji, and
Apple, and the settings are so secondary to how the final images became what
they did that I’ve decided to exclude that information for the first time from
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one of my books. That doesn’t mean you can’t learn from these photographs.
I hope the absence of that information makes you curious and engages your
imagination. Specific information about settings can make us lazy and point
us in the wrong direction, giving undue credit to those settings, rather than
leading us to a much more complicated, and hard to describe, process of seeing,
recognizing light and moments, and so on. And in the case of photographs of
people, the settings tell you nothing about the relational elements that trump
everything else.
If I have one concern about my choice to include only images of human elements and subjects, it’s that you’ll conclude that I’m writing only about images
like these, and that the book’s ideas only apply to these kinds of photographs.
That is not so. Every photograph has the potential to be filled with soul, spirit,
connection—whatever you want to call it. Look at the wildlife images of Paul
Nicklen, or the still-life work of Edward Weston, or the industrial landscapes
of Edward Burtynsky: all of them are filled with life, wonder, and humanity,
however free of human presence the photographs might be. My images are
meant only to reinforce an idea, to celebrate humanity and soul; they do not
define or limit the ways in which these ideas can be expressed in our work.
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It is time now to
turn our attention
to what is ultimately
responsible for
the making of
photographs—
the photographers
themselves.
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Patience

i f on e o f t h e r aw m at e r i a l s o f ou r c r a f t i s t i m e ,

then

patience is the necessary ability to gracefully and intentionally pass through
time or control our reaction to its passage. It is the ability not only to wait, but
to wait while remaining perceptive and open to possibilities, knowing that
nothing ever stays the same and that if you wait long enough, something will
happen. So much of what we do is by virtue of luck, to be sure, but we get luckier
the longer we remain patient, with open eyes.
Patience is not merely giving yourself more time.
Patience is sitting and waiting for the light to change, not even because the light
right now is insufficient, but because it might yet get better, more interesting.
There’s a certain curiosity in this kind of waiting.

06_SoC_r3.indd 57

2/3/17 3:10 AM

The Soul of the Camera

Patience is waiting for the subject sitting for her portrait to reveal something
more than the mask she came ready to keep in place for the entire session,
unprepared for your willingness to engage, and to wait patiently for her to
become comfortable enough to be vulnerable in front of the lens. And then
waiting to see how that might change. This kind of patience comes with a
hunger for more: a creative discontent, a hope that something even better will
come, if you wait.
Patience is waiting for the tide to come in on the coastal landscape you’ve
framed, and it’s seeing another 10 possibilities while you wait, and it’s being
surprised to find that one of those is even better than the one you’ve been
waiting for. Waiting is fine, but waiting with your eyes closed is not patience;
it’s just unreceptive waiting.
Patience is waiting for the eagle you’ve been following all day to turn his head
into the light, or for the dolphin to leap one more time, giving you the silhouette
you missed the first hundred times.
Patience is allowing yourself longer than you thought it could possibly take to
master your craft, the magazines and advertisements never having given you
the faintest idea that simply knowing how to use a camera was barely the first
step—and a lifelong one at that—in a journey with no final destination.
Patience is allowing your body of work to surprise you, to take unexpected
turns, to become something you didn’t expect, and to allow your curiosity to
lead you further down the rabbit hole.
Patience is allowing others who do not understand you or your work to grow
into that understanding (after all, you did) and to not allow yourself to be
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sidetracked while that happens. To keep doing your work until others see it
differently, or until you do.
It is not the passing of more time that makes the difference any more so than
the advice to “make more photographs” is complete. It’s how we wait that matters, just like it’s how we make more photographs that is important. Time brings
with it what it does (and some moments are perhaps more visually compelling
than others), but unless we perceive those moments, they themselves won’t
force their way into our photographs.
Patience matters because of the iterative way our creativity works, the way
inspiration and ideas always seem to come after false starts and detours. It is
our ability to pursue those false starts and not fall into despair the moment we
realize we’re further from our best ideas that makes sure those detours become
just the longer, scenic route to wherever it is we’re going, instead of a dead end.
What this kind of patience requires is trust, and that’s not at all easy. Most
a rtists—most human beings—wrestle with fear. The more important our art
is to us, the more we have riding on our creativity, the more we have to lose,
and the harder it is to be patient. Without getting too Zen about it, I think we
need to hold things a little lightly. It’s okay to want something with all of our
being, but when we think we know exactly the route we’ll take to end up where
we want to go, when we clamber for control over the uncontrollable, our desire
to see what we hope for blinds us to what is. It should go without saying that
anything that blinds us takes us far from the mental place where we make our
photographs.
So trust. But trust what? Nothing more than this: trust that the same creative
process that has worked for a thousand generations of artists will work for
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you. It’s not magic; it’s hard work. And when I say it will work for you, in the
short term it might feel only like the muse is betraying you. But if we allow that
failure is our best teacher, and we let that teacher do her painful work, we’ll
build upon those lessons, and when we do find success it will be because of
those failures. Easier to see in hindsight; harder to swallow in the moment. But
as there is so much we can’t control, trusting that the process works leaves us
more perceptive, and it’s the resulting glimpses and creative epiphanies that
will get us there.
Thrashing around only scares off the muse. Be patient. And while this scene,
this photograph, this body of work might not work out, it could—with patience.
Or it won’t, but it’s only patience that will keep you perceptive.
I am not the most talented photographer, nor am I naturally patient, but I’ve
learned I can outwait almost anyone while remaining open and receptive,
and that’s been important to my work. Patience keeps my eyes open as I wait
through the process, but simply waiting as though only the passage of time itself
would make all the difference won’t make my photographs any better.
Time will change things, and it will change me too. Actively noticing those
changes is what will affect the potential of my photographs. Wait with open
eyes; your moment—whatever you’re photographing—is coming.
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Creativity is about
two things: the way
we think, and the
way we turn those
thoughts into reality.
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Respect for the
Creative Process
m a k i n g p h o t o g r a p h s i s a n ac t o f c r e at i v i t y.

I groan every

time I hear a photographer (or anyone, for that matter) tell me they “aren’t very
creative,” as if it’s the fault of their genes that they aren’t creating the things
they wish they could. As far as I can tell, creativity is about two things: the way
we think, and the way we turn those thoughts into reality.
Creativity is a knowable process, and there are things we can do to become
“more creative.” The first thing we can do is wrap our brains around the idea
that creativity is not so much a linear process as it is a spiraling one. We think
thoughts, we make something with those thoughts, and that creation leads
to new thoughts, new questions, and in turn, new creations. Creativity relies
heavily upon our doing. Creativity is as much a work ethic as anything else.
When Thomas Edison said genius was one percent inspiration and ninety-nine
percent perspiration, he was pointing to this exact idea, that thinking and doing
are connected.

08_SoC_r3.indd 79

2/3/17 3:11 AM

The Soul of the Camera

So the question “How can I become more creative?” is an important one.
But first, a digression.

What Creativity Is Not
In the context of this discussion, it’s important to tell you I believe that
pursuing originality is not remotely the same thing as being creative, nor do I
think it’s even a helpful goal. Everything in some way is derivative, and many
are the writers who have observed that, in some way, all artists are thieves. We
borrow, we adopt, we make new things of old things, and there is truly nothing
new under the sun. Chasing originality is not only futile, it fails to consider
the audience who will experience our work. No matter who your audience is,
they will almost universally be more moved by honest, compelling work than
by something that is merely “new.” Just be yourself, be honest; more often
than not, “originality” will take care of itself. Writer C. S. Lewis said, “Even in
literature and art, no man who bothers about originality will ever be original:
whereas if you simply try to tell the truth (without caring twopence how often
it has been told before) you will, nine times out of ten, become original without
ever having noticed it.”
Pursuing originality head-on is a red herring. What does it even mean, anyway?
Unless we outright copy it, anything we create originates with us and thus possesses originality. For me, the questions are, “Is it the thing I wanted to create?”
and “Is it mine?” Those are enough for me, and those questions save me from
the distraction of pursuing so-called originality. I’ll leave those concerns for art
critics, free as they are from the burden of making things like art.
So how do we improve our abilities to both come up with new ideas and
execute them?
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Become More Interested
When asked by a young photographer how he could make more interesting
photographs, Jay Maisel famously replied, “Become a more interesting person.”
I think “become a more interested person” also applies.
Life is not about photography; photography is about life. In 1986, William
Shatner was a guest on Saturday Night Live, starring as himself in a sketch
about Star Trek conventions. Standing in front of a room of fans in their costumes and Spock ears, he tells them, “Get a life!” It wouldn’t be the worst advice
for anyone with a camera, either. If our lives are so much about photography
itself that we’re cut off from a world of influences and a lifetime of experiences,
what are we making photographs about? If our reading is limited to catalogs of
gear and how-to websites about off-camera flash, how are we filling the bucket
from which we draw our creativity? In order to take the camera into the world,
our world has to be more than just the camera.
Far from being merely a gift of the muses or angels, creativity is not a magical
process. It’s a wonder, to be sure, and our brains—those places from which
our creativity comes—are marvels, but creativity’s processes are increasingly
known and knowable. One of the things we know about creativity is that ideas
do not come like a bolt out of the blue. It may seem that way when the idea
strikes you, but the seeds of that idea or thought were planted some time back
and have been germinating quietly until this moment. Ideas come when the
brain connects previously unconnected elements, and the more of those raw
materials we have, the more connections can be made. Steve Jobs said that
creativity was little more than connecting dots that hadn’t been connected
before. So “gathering dots” gives us the best shot at having new ideas. And by
“new ideas,” I don’t mean only big ideas and world-changing revelations. As my
friend Zack Arias says, we’re photographers, we aren’t curing cancer here. By
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“ideas,” I mean the what-if questions we ask ourselves that change the direction
of our work.
Spending time watching movies and thinking about visual storytelling from a
cinematic perspective might lead you to questions like: What if I created a more
intentional colour palette? What if I used a different aspect ratio? My white
balance is always so darn accurate; what if I used light and colour temperature a
little more freely to establish mood more intentionally?
Watching ballet might awaken a love for motion and a desire to translate some
of that into your work. What would going to a Van Gogh exhibit do for your
work? Not to copy, but to learn, to gather dots, and—one day—to be in the
shower and have your love of motion from ballet and your desire to use colour
like Van Gogh combine in some new way that you’ve never considered. Without
the dots, there’s nothing to connect, and it’s curiosity that will lead you to
gather these dots. It’s asking “What if?” over and over again that gets you there.
It’s the desire to learn something new, and the humility to be open to learning
or enjoying something more than you expected.
We are who we are due to the accumulation of all of our influences. The more
intentionally and broadly we seek those influences, the more interesting we
become. And out of that comes work that is also more interesting.

Take Time to Incubate
Dots alone do not connect themselves; ideas need time to incubate. The brain
can make astonishing connections, but it does its best work over time. With
time and the constant exposure to new stimuli that comes with it, the brain has
more to work with. It needs time to play, and pressure doesn’t help.
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The key to creating new ideas is to gain exposure to a variety of influences (the
more diverse, the better) and to give yourself time to think about them. It would
be great if simply watching more movies or reading more books yielded new
ideas and directions in our work, but the thing is, we don’t seem very good at
predicting which influences will connect with each other, or when. So allowing
ourselves time to let the raw materials bounce around is important, and that
incubation happens while we continue to gather new materials. We can’t just sit
around, waiting for the magic. There is no magic.
Gather your raw materials, throw them in the pot, and let them stew while
you work on finding new things. Not just more, but new. Are you a wedding
photographer? Spend time looking at styles divergent from your own. Analyze
landscape photographs. Read love stories and watch French movies by
directors with names you can’t pronounce. Find influences that others haven’t
considered and of which you’ve never heard, and you’ll soon have more new
thoughts bouncing around than you know what to do with.

Stop Editing Your Ideas
Your job is not to come up with great ideas. Your job is to increase the inputs,
allow them time to incubate and form connections, and then listen to those
connections. I suspect we come up with more new ideas and fresh thoughts
than we give ourselves credit for, but too often we dismiss them as unrealistic,
unworkable, or just plain stupid instead of hearing them out. While many
of them won’t be gold, we need to consider them and pick them apart a little,
because while the first iteration of an idea may stink, it might become gold
when we combine it with another so-called bad idea or when we change the
context. There are no bad ideas, only incomplete ideas that need to be protected
and allowed to bounce around a little more. Don’t judge them or write them off
before they’re given a chance to grow and change.
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I take the same approach with my photographs, which are ideas in visual form.
While I often talk about having hard drives full of junk images, they aren’t
really junk. They’re sketch images; they grease the wheels that ultimately get
me where I’m going, and they help me ask questions of my work that push me to
create better photographs. What was I attempting? Why didn’t it work? Did it
truly not work, or were my expectations blinding me to a direction or outcome
that’s even better than my original idea? How can I combine this line, shape, or
relationship between elements with better light or a stronger moment and make
something really powerful?
Often our questions are more important than our answers. Questions open us
to new possibilities, while answers pick just one and shut the others down—not
fertile ground for creating something new.

Impose More Constraints
I used to suggest people embrace constraint in their work, quoting Lao Tzu:
“What’s in the way is the way.” And I still believe that. But now I take it further
and encourage students to intentionally create constraints. Pursue them,
welcome them, and when they aren’t bold enough or limiting enough, make
stronger constraints.
For the purpose of fanning our creativity to flame, I mean constraints like this:
Shoot only black and white. Shoot only at 24 mm. Use only a square frame for a
month. Use only backlight. Use shutter speeds no faster than 1/2 second. Pick
your constraints, and watch your ideas—borne of the necessity of conforming
to those constraints—come to life. On every trip or assignment, I give myself a
new constraint and a goal for my outcome.
When I was in British Columbia’s wild Khutzeymateen to photograph grizzlies,
I gave myself constraints in both in-camera work and the digital darkroom.
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One of those constraints was shooting in a 16:9 aspect ratio, which forced me
away from compositions I made when using the 4:5 aspect ratio that I had used
so much over the previous two years, or even the 1:1 ratio that I forced on myself
in Italy the month before I flew to be among the bears. New constraints force
new ideas and ways of working. You simply can’t compose a 16:9 frame the same
way you do a 1:1 frame; new questions arise, and surprising new compositions
reveal themselves.

Start Now
The less time between your coming up with the seed of an idea (or that rare
epiphany) and your execution of that idea, the better. While time is necessary
for ideas to incubate, when it comes to execution and actually building on those
ideas, time also gives us the space in which to hear the voice of fear, of so-called
common sense, and of a hundred distractions that will sap us of our momentum
and excitement. “But I really need to work the idea out first!” Nonsense. You’ll
work out the idea best while you actually work it out. Make a sketch in your
notebook, book your model or studio space, or begin making work prints for
that new book. Call the collaborators or do whatever else you have to do to
start. Begin!
You won’t know if it’s truly a great idea until you put it out into the world
and start introducing the influence of time, space, happy accidents, and the
unexpected what-ifs that come from unanticipated sources. It’s okay to scrap a
project or allow it to take a completely new direction; this is about creation, not
doing your homework. But don’t scrap it until you’ve at least tried it, because
it’s only in the trying and the testing that half-baked ideas and half-promising
projects can become something so much greater than you ever imagined.
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“What’s it about?”
is not the same as
“What happened?”
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The Search
for Story
through the ages,

stories have served as the primary vehicle for commu-

nicating meaning and truth. They are not merely the fillers of bedtime tales.
The predominant storytelling medium in our culture is the cinematic film, and
given the billions of dollars attached to the film industry and the royal status of
its stars, it should be clear how important story is to us.
Story told in a movie or novel and story told in a single frame of a photograph
are very different kinds of story. One occurs in the briefest moment (perhaps in
1/500 of a second) while the others are told over longer periods (hours or days)
and reflect experiences or circumstances that span days, weeks, years, and even
generations. What makes it difficult to tell a story within a single frame is the
inability to form a classic narrative, but this doesn’t make storytelling impossible; it simply confines us to certain conventions that, when understood, allow
us to tell or imply more powerful stories.
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An understanding of the elements of story and how they can be incorporated
into your images will help you make stronger images. It doesn’t matter if you
do reportage, advertising, weddings, or wildlife; a sense of story will make your
images more engaging and compelling.
Five aspects of storytelling come to mind as I consider the unique challenges of
storytelling within the confines of a single photographic frame: themes that tie
the image to our deeper, more universal human experience; conflict; mystery;
action; and the relationships between the characters.

Theme
A story succeeds on empathy and fails for lack of it. If you as a viewer don’t care,
it’s not a relevant story.
Ask a friend what the last film they saw was about, and the answer will usually
be a recap of the plotline. Character X did this, and then this happened, and to
get out of it he did this and this, etc. But movies are not about the plotline. The
plotline tells the story, but the story is about something more. Perhaps it was
about revenge or love or the search for meaning; there is a deeper theme that
moves the film from beginning to end. The plot is merely the way we tell the
story of the theme. “What’s it about?” is not the same as “What happened?”
If photographs are to tell or imply a story, they must be about something. Truth,
justice, and love (or the lack of these things, or the search for them) are strong
universal themes. Loneliness, betrayal, our tendency to self-destruct, death,
resurrection, the bond of family—all of these are strong themes. And the more
universal a theme you echo in your image, the more powerful it will be and the
broader the audience will be. If you think that this is a little too deep for your
style of photography, what about themes like peace, solitude, or beauty?
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Make your images about something. They don’t have to reflect only deep,
brooding themes. A photograph of an orchid can be about serenity or the
wonder of the natural world. It can be about innocence or the simple power of
a line. Even an image of a crocus breaking through the crust of snow and ice
can resonate with themes of resurrection and new life. Make your photograph
about something so the people who see your image feel something so they care
about your image.
I admit that some of these examples are more poems than story. And that’s
okay. As much as we resonate with great stories (or even the implication of story
that we find in great single moments), it’s not the only way we communicate.
Not every compelling photograph has a sense of story any more than every
great piece of writing possesses a narrative; by that logic, we would have to
exclude the world’s most beautiful poetry. Some photographs are more poem
than story, and they move us in different ways as much as they are created in
different ways and for different reasons.
Either way, the more powerful and universal the theme in your image, the
more powerful and universal the impact of the image. In other words, the more
deeply a viewer cares, the stronger the story.

Conflict: The Heart of Story
In his screenwriting text Story, author Robert McKee writes, “The music of
story is conflict,” and that “nothing moves forward in a story except through
conflict.” And he should know. Robert McKee is the script doctor behind more
great movies than anyone else I can think of.
But how do we bring conflict to play in a single frame? Obviously we can photograph moments of actual open conflict—guns and fists and angry gestures. But
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what about stories that are not about open conflict? What about stories that are
about something else but still need conflict to move them forward?
Conflict in a still photograph is most often shown in contrasts. Not just the
visual contrast between dark and light tones, but also the more conceptual
contrasts of big to small, mechanical to natural, smooth to textured. Any pair of
juxtaposed or implied opposites creates what I call “conceptual contrasts,” and
those can accomplish the same thing in a still frame as conflict does in a movie.
Tom Stoddart created a powerful image in Rwanda of a little boy cowering in
the shadow of a larger figure with hands on hips. The contrast of big versus
small creates both a visual and a conceptual conflict. In the same series, he has
an image of a small Rwandan boy sitting under the larger figure of a Caucasian
soldier: small African boy versus large European man. The contrasts suggest
conflict, and they create or imply story even without the captions to clarify the
narrative. We are moved with no further information because of the strength of
those contrasts and what they trigger in us.
Ami Vitale shot a gorgeous photograph of soldiers in Kashmir where they sit in
their camo fatigues with guns on laps in the bright yellow shikara boats of Lake
Dal, festooned with ribbons and hearts painted in primary colours. Hearts and
guns, camouflage and clown colours. The conflict comes from a clash of ideas:
the primary colours of childhood and innocence clashing with the guns and
colours of war.
This concept applies to non-reportage images as well. Even a sunset shot
contains elements of conceptual contrast: sky versus earth, sun versus water,
light versus dark. Strongly opposed or contrasting elements create a compelling
sense of conflict, which is the heartbeat of story.
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Mystery: Leaving Clues and Provoking Questions
A great storyteller doesn’t tell you absolutely everything. She tells enough to
make you care, to tell the story and move the plot, and no more. Extraneous
details provide nothing more than confusion. More than just cluttering the
story, a flood of details kills the mystery and engagement.
A good story has a sense of wonder. It raises curiosity. It leaves something
untold for us to gnaw on. Perhaps it’s a glance out of frame; we’re familiar
with the look of affection she has on her face, but who is she looking at?
A face moves into silhouette as you press the shutter, and suddenly a photo
of a specific woman is transformed into a photo of a woman around whom
there is some mystery.
What you leave in the frame must be part of the story. It must be part of the
visual plot, even if that’s simply establishing the setting. But you need to be very
selective. Leaving a cluttered background by shooting wide and indiscriminately does not establish setting; it’s just lazy photography. Each element must
be chosen intentionally, even if that occurs intuitively on some level. The more
elements there are within the frame, the less power each of them has and your
story becomes diluted.
The choices you make about what to leave in and what to cut out of your image
are editorial choices that determine how clearly the story is told.
Strike a balance; leave enough clues to tell the story and exclude enough to
create a sense of mystery. Unanswered questions engage a viewer and create an
interaction between the image and the viewer—a deeper level of engagement
that allows the viewer to think and feel more connected to, and touched by,
the story.
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Action
Ultimately, story is about change. Something happens to provoke the protagonist to action, which changes things. That’s what conflict is about; it provokes
the action. The stronger the conflict, the more extreme the action that is
provoked, and the greater the resulting change.
In the still frame, a story is often most successfully implied by choosing not
only an action but the strongest visual expression of that action. A pitcher
throws a baseball. In a video of that action, there is a smooth sequence of moves
from wind-up through to release. In a still frame, we have to make choices. At
what point does the throw look most like a throw? At what point is the energy
strongest? Does a slower or faster shutter speed better communicate the speed
of that throw? Does our chosen composition exaggerate that energy or downplay it? Do we include the batter or the person catching the ball, and thereby
include a second element and the possibility of an implied relationship between
the two?

Relationships
Relationships of elements to each other within the frame are key compositional
tools that either give or deny the viewer solid clues as to the unfolding story
within the frame.
One object larger than another implies something about the relationship of
power between them. The space between two elements or characters within
the frame tells something about their connectedness or how they relate to each
other. Simply changing your point of view, camera angle, or choice of lens can
dramatically change the feeling and implied relationship within a photograph.
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For example, using the ability of your telephoto lens to compress space is
an excellent way to bring elements that are distant from each other into a
perceived proximity. To go back to the baseball pitcher, an image of that pitcher
taken with a standard lens from the right angle shows the batter and the crowd
in the distant background. The same scenario captured with a 200mm lens
compresses the space between the foreground and midground (where the batter
is standing), creating a stronger implied relationship between the pitcher and
the batter, and excluding the context of the stadium. In terms of story, one
places the main character within his setting, even making a third character of
the crowd; the other creates a relationship of closeness and proximity between
the pitcher and batter, as though the two are inseparable, and focuses more on
the conflict between them.
If you wanted to show the same pitcher in an even more imposing setting and
show how high the stakes are, you might choose to use a much wider-angle lens
and get closer to the pitcher. The properties of the wide lens make the stadium
seem more vast, the crowds larger.
Which lens you use depends on the story you want to tell, just as you make
other choices based on the story you’re telling or the way you want to make your
viewer think or feel about the characters/elements within the frame.
Being conscious of these tools and deliberate in your use of them will make
your storytelling more intentional and compelling, which in turn gives the
readers of your photographs the best shot at feeling what you want them to feel
to experience your photographs more deeply.
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Kenya, 2011
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Bhaktapur, Nepal, 2010
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Kathmandu, Nepal, 2009
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Conclusion

ev ery photogr a ph is a coll a bor ation w ith the camer a.

Though I’ve spoken of the camera as merely a tool, I know it is sometimes so
much more than that. My cameras have been a great gift to me since I picked
up that first Voigtländer 35mm rangefinder at a garage sale, no doubt given up
in favour of something newer and shinier. I was 14 then, and there was magic in
that camera. I can still feel the weight of it in my hand and the cracked leather
case, just as I can still hear the shutter of my Pentax Spotmatic bounce at 1/60
and the mirror on my Hasselblad 500C/M return with a sucking clunk. There
was magic there. And that magic is still in every camera I own, even when I
trade one in for something newer, something that makes up for the shortcomings of the previous model and hopefully gets out of the way a little faster. Yes,
a photograph is a collaboration. But a good collaboration of any kind requires a
clear understanding of what each party brings to the table.
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The camera’s real gift to me has been its constraints, particularly the rigid
constraint of the frame. From the moment I first picked up a camera, it was
clear (though I could not have enunciated it at the time) that what it does best is
simplify. It excludes and isolates and helps me focus. And in the way it flattens
the world and forces me to look more carefully at lines, light, and moments, it
has taught me to see and pay attention to the world around me. It has helped
keep me awake to life, more aware of the significance of a fraction of a second
than I would have been if the camera didn’t measure time so precisely. The
camera has opened doors to encounters with strangers and taken me around
the world. It has been one of the great gifts of my life.
So when I seem dismissive of the camera, please know that it’s with a kind of
reverent irreverence, and it’s done mostly as a reaction, as a counterbalance,
to a popular photography culture that almost deifies the camera’s role in our
collaboration. What the camera does matters. But from the moment I jammed
the first roll of no-name film into my Voigtländer to now—where I have an
office full of the latest technology—the real improvement in my photographs
has not come from advances in technology, but from steps forward on my own
journey as a human being, an artist, and a person with something to say about
the world that the camera has helped me to see.
We do not all photograph for the same reasons. It’s my hope that this book
draws the kind of audience with whom it will resonate. Those who put the
camera to their eye merely to relax and to play with a camera pursue this craft
for reasons no less noble than mine. It’s just that I’m not writing for them,
though I hope they’ll read this and get hints of what they’re missing. I’m writing
for those who want to take this collaboration as far as possible, because as much
as they love their cameras, they have a much greater reverence for creativity,
process, story, and beauty.
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When the camera is the object of your affection, it is the camera you will study,
and it is the camera that will distract you and consume your time and energy.
Eventually, you will become very good at camera-using.
When it is the photograph, the story, the visual language, and the possibility
of connection to others that you adore, then it is these things you will study in
hopes that one day you will become better at picture-making and storytelling.
Creating pictures that will open the eyes of others, not just yourself. Pictures
that quicken hearts, spark imaginations, recall memories, fuel wonder, change
minds, or cause us to act. Pictures that resonate the way a stone echoes when
thrown down a well. Because your images have depth. Because they have soul.
Because they are, to recall the Robert Henri quote at the beginning of the book,
“saturated with life.”
To create work saturated with life requires that the artist herself be so saturated. Receptive. Humble. Curious. Patient. Creative. Relentlessly human and
always learning. And whatever you do, don’t forget about delight. Don’t lose the
joy and the wonder of looking through the viewfinder and seeing the world in
new ways, or the frisson of delight you had when you held your first photograph.
Because in the end—to quote another Henri (Cartier-Bresson)—“Photography
is nothing—it’s life that interests me.” It’s just that photography has always
offered such a beautiful way of seeing, and telling others about, life.
Maybe that’s why I’m so hard on the camera; it can too quickly become not a
capable and elegant means to an end, but an end in itself. A metal and plastic
cul-de-sac at the end of a road we thought was going somewhere astonishing.
Truthfully, I shouldn’t be so hard on the camera; it’s not the camera’s fault for
taking us down that road any more than it’s the camera’s fault when we rely on
it to make a photograph that’s nothing more than sharp and well-exposed. It’s
our fault.
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And it’s also our great opportunity. To foster the best partnership with the
camera, we need to treat our collaborator with respect, let it do its job, and ask
nothing more of it. In return, we need to do our job. We have so much to bring
to the table. What we lack is not better cameras, but better photographers. It’s
our turn.
Thank you for the great privilege of being part of your creative journey, however
small that part might be. Please remember that these are just the thoughts of
one person. I’m not asking you to agree with me, though I welcome that, but
to engage with these ideas, and to wrestle with your own answers. There is no
room for homogeny in art, and I am not looking to create consensus. Life is
bigger than that. I just want you to be the best photographer you can be. I don’t
know what that looks like. Only you can discover that.

David duChemin
Victoria, British Columbia, 2017
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