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The Heart of the Photograph

Always the beautiful 
answer who asks 
a more beautiful 
question.

—e. e. cummings



v i i

o n c e  y o u  s t a r t  r e a d i n g , it won’t take you long to see that the subtitle 

of this book is wildly misleading. There are many more than 100 questions in 

this book.

This is a book of questions, many of which are intentionally vague, questions to 

which you may never find one single answer, nor should you. But it is important 

that you ask them all the same, because it is the search for possible answers, 

with camera in hand, that will produce for you the best photographs of your life. 

By that, I mean the strongest pictures of the life you live, the experiences you 

have, the moments and people that stir your heart and give your life meaning. 

It is through questions, and your pursuit of the possibilities they represent to 

you if you’ll look earnestly for the answers, that you can best learn this craft in 

the way you long to know it.

Better Questions



The path to intuition 
and instinct begins 
with intention. It 
begins with learning  
to see things and  
think about things  
in new ways. 
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Before you begin, I want to have a word together, as though we were sitting in a 

cafe somewhere in the world, sharing stories and a cup of tea or a glass of wine, 

and the subject came around to the way we learn our craft, which is not far off 

from what is really happening—me sitting here with my cup of coffee imagining 

what I would say to the person to whom I write this: you.

It would be very easy to read this book in one sitting, to blaze through it in 

search of a few spells or incantations that give you a nudge here or there, secrets 

that reveal to you some new insight that changes everything. They aren’t here. 

But the keys are. The questions I pose, and others that will come to you as you 

read, are the keys. It is you asking them, chasing down answers of your own, 

and wrestling with them, often while shooting, that will open your mind to new 

directions and new understanding.

In reading this book, it would be easy to get overwhelmed. I imagine you 

cracking the spine and looking up, already defeated, and asking if I’m serious. 

Do I really expect you to ask every question in this book before you make a 

photograph? It’s not possible. It’s not realistic. It’s probably not even humane!

Several years ago, someone wrote a criticism of my encouragement to photog-

raphers to be more intentional and thoughtful about their photographs. He 

wrote, “I didn’t pick up a camera to think this hard.” Perhaps this explains why 

so many photographs seem so unintentional and thoughtless, and why they lack 

any real impact. I think we can do better.

I think most photographers long to photograph intuitively, to be able to pick 

up the camera and respond with something like instinct, to see the lines, the 

light, the moment, and do something with them quickly enough that they make 

a photograph that engages us, stirs our emotions, or grabs our curiosity before 

that moment is gone forever. I think it’s that longing for the ability to create 
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intuitively that made my critic say what he did. He just wanted the process to be 

more like what Chilean photographer Sergio Larrain called “a state of grace” in 

making photographs. I do too. 

But wishing and hoping are notoriously poor ways of achieving what we long for. 

The path to intuition and instinct begins with intention. It begins with learning 

to see things and think about things in new ways. It begins with internalizing 

techniques and creative possibilities, then making them our own. That’s what 

learning is. And questions, as teachers as far back as Socrates and millennia 

of rabbis know, offer the best path toward that end. You don’t need me to teach 

you. You need better questions so you can teach yourself.

So, before the coffee gets cold, here is my plea: don’t get overwhelmed and 

start looking for shortcuts. Craft is a long game. Craft takes intentional focus, 

applied over time. For some of you, just the awareness of these questions will 

be a tremendous help and provide greater creative freedom. For others, you’ll 

need to ask these questions many times—as you photograph, as you edit your 

photographs, and as you study the photographs of others—before they become 

your own. But as you get used to asking them, they will become more and more 

subconscious, the way your mother tongue did as it became more and more a 

part of you and required less and less conscious effort to recall the right words. 

That’s when you’ll begin to discover the intuitive or instinctive moments, the 

states of grace that come when you’re in the moment—receptive, aware, and 

able, like a great musician, to improvise with the instrument in your hand. 

There are a great many things that go into the making of a compelling pho-

tograph. What are those elements, and what do you do with them? What are 

the things to which we respond in an image, and how can we use them to make 

photographs that are not just good, but our own? Those are good questions. 

Let’s see if we can find answers to them by asking a few more. 



Mastery of craft 
is necessary, but 
insufficient; it does  
not necessarily create  
a good photograph.



0 0 3

a s  o n e  w h o  m a k e s  p i c t u r e s  f o r  a  l i v i n g  and teaches others to do 

so, I have long been preoccupied with what should be, one might think, a simple 

question: What makes a good photograph?

To hear popular photographic culture speak their answers to this question, 

we could be forgiven for thinking it is merely a matter of meeting a particular 

technical standard. When we first learn this craft, it’s miracle enough that we 

can bring our skills to bear on the creation of a photograph that is focused and 

well-exposed. That becomes our first standard, and often, though expressed 

with more sophistication, our last. Our thoughts lean toward, “If only I could 

wrap my head around the complexities of the technique, or the understanding 

required to operate the camera in my hands, I will at last create a good photo-

graph.” I think we can do better. 

01
Is It Good?
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I am not downplaying the need for that initial skill set, nor the pride that comes 

when we finally find our images focused and well-exposed more often than not. 

I am suggesting, however, that those skills are merely the price of admission; 

they are the foundation we build in order to move forward in this craft. Mastery 

of craft is necessary, but insufficient; it does not necessarily create a good photo-

graph. And, to some extent, it must be acknowledged that good photographs can 

be made by anyone, by any means, depending on what “good” means to us. 

Ask others what a good photograph is and you’ll hear a variety of answers:  

A good photograph tells a story. A good photograph shows you something in a 

new way. A good photograph makes you feel something or ask questions or . . . 

Well, which one is it? Is it all of them? Must every image be evaluated in the 

same way? 

Is there a more helpful question than “Is it good?” Might it instead be possible 

to reframe the question entirely?

I think it is, and I think this reframing is important. Because while the question 

“Is this a good photograph?” is next to impossible to answer objectively, it’s 

undeniable that the drive to make photographs that are good, or strong, or that 

connect with us and our audience, is what pushes us to explore this craft and 

challenge ourselves both as artists and practitioners of craft. It is the connec-

tion to the human that is at the heart of this book. 

This connection is important because it is we humans who decide why a photo-

graph is made at all. It is we who read an image and respond to it on a dizzying 

number of levels. Was the photograph made to show you something specific, 

such as what a Blue-winged Teal looks like? Was it made to retain a memory 

of some fleeting moment? Was it made to tell a specific story, convey a certain 

feeling, or raise certain questions? Was it made to anger, arouse, or amuse? 
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I think it’s time we photographers asked ourselves what it is we hope to accom-

plish with our work. And, in fact, it might be time to stop talking about “good” 

photographs entirely and find a better thing to pursue with our craft. 

This book is, in part, an exploration of the search for that better thing, and 

before you roll your eyes at me, I ask you to trust me as I make this promise to 

you: this exploration will be deeply pragmatic. I have about as much interest 

in debating what art is as I do in arguing about how many angels can dance on 

the head of a pin. What I want to discuss is this: What makes a photograph that 

pleases us as its creator, and has any chance of creating a desired experience for 

others who will read that photograph?

To backtrack a little, when we ask about one of our photographs, “Is it good?” I 

wonder what we mean. It seems logical that at the very least we could revert to 

those first technical standards and ask, “Is it sharp? Is it well-exposed?” But 

what if sharpness is not the point? What if the best expression of this particular 

subject or moment is pure movement and blur, pure impression or abstraction? 

Asking if it is sharp is no more meaningful than asking if it is blue, unless sharp 

or blue is the point entirely. 

And when we talk about exposure, we must admit that to be under- or over-

exposed means to be “under” or “over” relative to . . . what? The meter on 

the camera? The camera has no idea what you want to accomplish with your 

photograph. The best it can tell you is how much light there is. Whether you 

want to expose for your shadows and allow parts of the image to go blinding 

white or expose for the highlights and allow the shadows to become black holes 

free from any detail is a matter of taste and intent. There is no room for what 

we “should” do in art, and frankly, less room for it in the craft and the technique 

than we like to imagine.
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Every decision we make as photographers is relative not to what we ought to do 

(as outlined in your camera user manual or by your local camera club) but to 

what we desire to accomplish. This is where we get the first clue as to how we 

might start answering the question, “Is it good?” Perhaps we should first ask, 

“Does it accomplish what I hoped it would?” 

If you are starting out and you create a sharp, well-exposed photograph, when 

before you had nothing but frustration, and you show me that photograph, I 

would have to be a monster to tell you it wasn’t good. Is it good in the same way 

Ansel Adams might have meant good when looking at his own work? Is it good 

the way I think the work of Josef Koudelka is good? Probably not. But I think 

that has little to do with the work of Adams or Koudelka, or even you, and more 

to do with the standard against which we measure things. Sometimes the good 

photograph, at least in terms of our craft, is the one that represents growth, 

new mastery of technique, or next steps taken. In that instance, to strive for 

more and to skip the necessary lessons of the craft would sabotage the process 

of mastery. Sometimes the good photograph is the one that signals forward 

progress and is measurable only to you.

Humour me a moment and let me suggest that the language we use to talk 

about photographs is underdeveloped, and maybe, just maybe, the engines of 

popular photography culture (mostly the camera manufacturers because that’s 

where the biggest money is) have a vested interest in keeping us talking about a 

“good” photograph in purely technical terms. Why? Because a target that never 

stops moving is a target we will continue to spend money to pursue. If the new 

standard of sharpness becomes the new standard of what is good, it’s reasonable 

to believe we can spend our way to “goodness,” which is absurd. A Leica does 

not a better photograph make. 



Every decision we 
make as photographers 
is relative not to what 
we ought to do, but 
to what we desire to 
accomplish. 
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We must shift the language away from what is or is not good and instead talk 

about whether an image expresses our vision, satisfies us creatively, and creates 

a desired experience for the reader, and—importantly—we must talk about how 

it does this. There are many ways for an image to be “good,” just as there are 

many ways an image might be “bad.” If we can learn to talk about those things, 

we will be much closer to a conversation that is both meaningful and helpful, at 

least in terms of getting us to the second and much larger conversation in this 

book, which addresses this question: What are the things to which we respond 

in a photograph? If we can know that, then we are closer to being able to put 

those things into our photographs and choose from among them those that best 

do the job. 

But wouldn’t it be much easier if we created an objective standard or pretended 

one already existed? Of course it would. What freedom it would bring us to 

labour without the burden of following our vision (or having to identify it at 

all) and struggling to say the things we want to say, explore ideas we want to 

explore, and give the subject an expression that is most authentic to ourselves! 

Would it be easier? For the love of Ansel Adams and all the saints, yes! But 

would the results be good? Would they be authentic? Would they say anything 

new? Would they shock? Would they inform? Would they make us ask ques-

tions? Would they be any more than propaganda or imitations? Would they 

make us laugh or cry? Would they be the kinds of photographs we’d grab on the 

way out the door when the house is on fire?

If you’re looking for more helpful questions, would those not be better questions 

to ask in order to explore and investigate our work? Wouldn’t those questions 

help us to know if we’re accomplishing something of any value? 
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They would. They are. That they exist at all is what pushes me to ask them and 

let them lead me, challenge me, and suggest new possibilities in my work. If my 

work is to be “good,” it’s more likely to become so by asking those more oblique 

questions than by asking merely, “Is it good?”

When I ask, “Is it good?” there are two immediate replies possible. Yes and No. 

Neither helps me do a better job of making photographs that are closer to my 

vision or doing what I hope for them to do. Yes, this is a book about what makes 

a photograph good, whatever that means. But this is the last time I will talk in 

those terms. I won’t ask that question again. But I will ask questions that I think 

are stronger and more helpful, and I’ll encourage you to do the same, in the 

hopes of helping us all move a little closer to stronger photographs.

An example of a stronger, more helpful question: Is this photograph dynamic? 

If dynamism is what you want, and the answer is yes, then you’re on your way. 

If it’s no, then at least there’s a logical follow-up question: What might make 

it more dynamic? And now you’ve got some direction. If you know what you 

want to accomplish with your image, such as illustrating what a particular bird 

looks like, then asking, “Does this photograph clearly illustrate this particular 

bird?” is more helpful than asking if the photograph is “good.” In fact, you might 

not want the image to be a straightforward illustration of the bird at all. You 

might be looking to create an interpretation of the bird in flight. Or it might 

be something more about colour and motion, and then that intention gives you 

your question: Does this photograph give that colour and motion their best 

expression? Whatever your answer, you’ll use different tools to accomplish 

what you want to create, and different questions to evaluate the final image. 
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I’m not trying to be difficult. Lord knows I don’t need a reputation as a trouble-

maker. I just want to write about this craft I love in terms that actually help us 

learn and practice it with greater reward for ourselves and deeper connections 

and experiences for those who will read our images. If I get carried away, I hope 

you’ll forgive me, knowing it’s mostly just because I truly give a damn about this 

stuff and would rather trip over my opinions once in a while than play it safe 

with you or feed you platitudes. 

I want this to be a truly human book, something that resonates with you and 

pushes you to make photographs that come from your deeper and more human 

places rather than merely from technical proficiency. To create this more 

human book means to be very human in the making of it, and that means risking 

the possibility that you disagree with me, which I welcome. Art is not about 

consensus. If this book prompts deeper questions to which you find different 

answers, then I’ve done something worthwhile.

What is most certainly true is that all writers write from their particular 

perspective, and I’m no exception. I can only write about what I know. This 

book, like my others before it, is not an attempt to write an encyclopedic and 

exhaustive coverage of the ideas within as much as it is an attempt to explore 

them, turn them over in our hands, and ask: How can they help us make our 

images stronger? Perhaps, too, these conversations will help us read photo-

graphs differently, and with that comes the possibility of seeing the world in 

different ways as well. 

In the long list of elements and devices that make a photograph resonate with 

us, I will undoubtedly miss some, if not many. I will get some wrong. But I will 

try hard not to be prescriptive or absolute about any of it, because photography, 

like all art, is deeply human and subject to all the nuances, exceptions, what-ifs, 
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and ragged edges that we ourselves are. I have learned to be very suspicious 

of anything prescriptive or absolute. What is important is not that we have an 

encyclopedia of these things but a conversation about them. We all approach 

this craft and art differently and for different reasons, but the basic conversa-

tion about what is within ourselves and the photographs we both make and find 

compelling is profoundly needed. 

We all see the world in unique ways from those around us, and photography 

offers us the chance to both deepen that way of seeing and communicate or 

express it to others. Some see wonder, some injustice, some beauty. Some 

see questions and stories and new information. But the final photograph is a 

two-dimensional thing to which we respond, and it’s the nature of that two- 

dimensional thing that we must explore if we’re to make it a stronger vehicle for 

expression. God knows the camera won’t automatically do that for us. 

I’m quite sure there’s nothing in these pages that hasn’t been said before by 

other, and often wiser, voices. After all, nothing in the fundamentals of this 

craft is truly new. But I’m hoping to express these ideas in new ways. Perhaps 

more accessible ways. It’s worth a reminder that it’s not the newness of ideas 

that makes them valid, or important, or that impacts what our photographs 

become. It’s what we do with those ideas. There is no magic button hidden in 

these pages, but if for you there is a new way of seeing, questioning, or approach-

ing your craft in the pursuit of your art, then much magic lies ahead. 



Nothing authentic  
is ever made while  
looking over our 
shoulders at others.
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Better Subjects

i f  w e  a r e  t o  g o  b e y o n d  the idea of good and create a series of questions 

that informs our work and pushes us to make work that does what we want it to 

do, then we need to discuss the alternatives to “good.” 

The most obvious alternative to good is perfect. We often talk in terms of 

something being good, but when it’s even better—when it can’t be refined any 

further—it is perfect. But if the question “Is it good?” is problematic, then “Is 

it perfect?” is even more so. It’s unanswerable. And as a goal, it’s unattainable. 

If “Is it good?” is trying to hit a moving target, then “Is it perfect?” is trying 

to hit a target that doesn’t exist but which has a very real and toxic effect on 

the creative spirit. But since the word comes up so often, I want to offer two 

thoughts before we move on to explore what better than good means—instead of 

what it doesn’t.
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Much as we seem to strive for it, as humans, we do not resonate with the perfect, 

at least not with the idea of perfect as “flawless.” In fact, it is often those things 

with flaws to which we are most attracted. In books and movies, it is never 

the perfect character with whom we identify, for example. Photographically, I 

think one of the reasons we’re seeing an increase in the use of film is that it is a 

less-than-perfect medium—like vinyl records, where the quality of the analog 

recording, while richer and more attractive to many ears, is imperfect. It is to 

these imperfections that we are often drawn.

The Japanese have a name that honours this notion. It is an idea called wabi 

sabi, and while I do not pretend to be able to communicate the finer points of it, 

wabi sabi is about finding beauty in the imperfect and the decaying—not despite 

those things, but because of them. The term itself and the art created from this 

perspective recognize that we can do better than perfect, that soul and meaning 

are to be found in these imperfections, that flaws have their own meaning 

and beauty. 

The second thought is that the pursuit of this flawless perfection often results 

in less work getting done, and when we are paralyzed by the need to make 

something perfect before we release it into the world, we never finish it. This is 

in direct opposition to the notion that we need to be mindfully creating more 

and more work in order to improve our craft and make better work. So, para-

doxically, the pursuit of the flawless can be the very thing that sabotages our 

process of learning and stops us from creating work that is better than good. 

So when we talk about “better than good,” we do not mean that it transcends 

good or that it is perfect. We mean that it is an alternative to (merely) good as a 

way of evaluating and talking about our images. 
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For example, if you understand how blurring motion can imbue a photograph 

with that feeling of movement, giving it both information (I understand now 

that the person is moving) and impact (I feel the speed of that person moving), 

then it can inform your choice of which shutter speed to use. The person in 

the photograph being blurred because of slow shutter speed does not make the 

photograph good or not good. What matters is your intention and vision for the 

image: what you hoped the photograph would do, first for you, and then for those 

who read the image. Remember, good is not the point. For some purposes in this 

example, the image in which the subject is blurred would be exactly on point, 

and for other purposes, that very technique would give the subject anything but 

its best expression.

Before we make those choices, however, we need to consider our subject, 

beginning with identifying what that subject really is. Traditionally, we’ve been 

taught to consider our subject as the thing we are photographing. That’s not 

such a bad definition, so long as we’re free to include ideas themselves as those 

things. Imagine you and two friends are photographing in a forest, all three 

of you pointing your lenses at the same two trees. Is your subject the trees? It 

could be. But it could also be the height of the trees towering above the forest 

floor. It could be the relationship of one tree to another, one old and dying, the 

other young and thriving. It could also be the small songbirds on one branch of 

the tree, made tiny by their context and the scale the trees give them. Or it could 

be the motion of the trees in the wind. 

Each subject in this example is different. Though you’re all photographing the 

same thing, the ideas being photographed are different. And because the ideas 

are different, each one will be best expressed differently. One photographer 

might choose to photograph in black and white to get the attention off the rich 

green colours and instead direct it to the textures. Another might use a wide 
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lens to get more context in the frame or create a different sense of scale, while 

another might use a longer lens to isolate a particular juxtaposition or contrast. 

Each aims to include what is important to the expression of the subject the way 

they see it and to exclude what is not. 

In my work as a teacher to photographers, I’ve found that often their photo-

graphs are much improved not by learning techniques or refining an ability to 

make a technically competent photograph, but by gaining much greater clarity 

on the actual subject of the image and what that photographer wants to say 

about it. I have found the following three questions helpful in that exploration:

• Does the photograph have a clear, single subject?

• What about this subject matter makes me care, hooks me, or pulls me in?

• What am I trying to say, or point at, about this subject?

Let’s discuss each in turn.

Does the photograph have a clear, single subject?

This seems like a good first question, as there’s no point discussing how your 

subject is best expressed if you have no idea what that subject truly is. If this 

question doesn’t get you all the way there, or you need to pull back further, then 

try this: Don’t allow yourself the luxury of your subject being a thing at all. 

Make it an idea. 

“But I photograph landscapes; how does that work?” Make the photograph 

about the relationship between the land and the sea. Make it about the contrast 

between the rough bark of the foreground tree and the delicate wisps of cloud 

in the background. Make it about the play of texture and colour. Then find ways 

to draw that idea out—to give that relationship or contrast more impact and to 

reduce the impact of other competing elements or ideas. 



Better Subjects 0 4 1

Another way to approach this is to ask yourself what one thing this image 

is about. 

“Well, it’s about the bear.” 

Okay, but what about the bear? Is it about the power of the bear, the movement 

of the bear, the bear and his environment, the struggle for survival? 

“Yes! All of those!”

No. It’s not all of those. That’s a list of subjects, not one subject. It’s too much 

to ask of one still frame. No photograph can contain all of that and still have 

impact. The more information you try to cram in, the less impact you’re likely 

to have. 

What about this subject matter makes me care, hooks me, or pulls me in?

This is another way of looking at subject and the need to find a single hook. For 

those of us who ultimately do care about connecting our vision of the world 

with others, being able to isolate that one idea or distill it down to the one thing 

we most care about is a good way to find that point of connection. If you care 

deeply about it, there’s a better than good chance that others will connect to it, 

too, assuming you’ve been faithful to yourself and your vision. 

I think Russian playwright and short story writer Anton Chekhov said it beauti-

fully: “Don’t tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light on broken 

glass.” The former is about facts simply stated; the latter is about interpretation. 

And even if your desire as a photographer is to convey information and facts, 

you still need to find a way to connect because no one wants to read a story 

without a point or a hook. 
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What am I trying to say, or point at, about this subject? 

This is where we start to find clues about how to give our subject its best 

expression—by figuring out what we’re trying to say about it and how that might 

be translated visually. It begins with basic decisions, such as the orientation 

of the frame. A vertical frame asks the reader to read the image up and down. 

There’s a vertical energy created when we do that. But if your subject is much 

more horizontal, then there’s a good chance you won’t be expressing your 

subject well. 

The same is true when you use a really dynamic aspect ratio, like a wide 16:9, to 

express, for example, a serene scene. It can work well, depending on the scene, 

but often it’s a better choice to use a more serene frame, like a square, to create 

a better expression of that subject. Another example: a couple at a wedding is 

dancing, and there’s movement and energy everywhere. Is the image about that 

energy and abandon? It could be that a slow shutter and a flash synced with the 

rear curtain of the shutter—often called “dragging the shutter”—gives better 

expression to that subject than a more literal 1/1000th of a second shutter 

speed that freezes it all. Sure, it’s sharp as a tack. But it might also be boring. 

It might lose the energy that is the whole point of the image. Asking yourself 

what’s most important, or what this image is truly about, is the first step in 

exploring the possibilities for how to best express it. 

Because I talk in terms of a subject’s best expression, please don’t mistake me 

for saying that there is only one set of “correct” decisions out there and it is 

the task of the photographer to find it. I can’t even imagine the pressure and 

creative paralysis that would happen if we approached our work this way. What 

I’m saying is that there are all kinds of options, and you get to choose which 

one works best for you, in this moment, under these circumstances, with the 

gear you have. There is incredible freedom in this perspective, but ultimately 
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we have to choose. We play and risk and do what thrills us, but we have to begin 

with an understanding of—or a willingness to discover—what the photograph is 

about, and then find ways to show that. 

When I teach these ideas, I am often met with dismay from photographers 

who say they don’t always know what they want to say before they pick up their 

cameras, and they wonder why it’s so clear and easy for others and not for 

them. It’s not. Not always. One of the beautiful things about this craft is that 

the camera is not only a means of expression; it is also a means of exploration. 

So while the next part of the book is about the means of expression, I think it’s 

probably helpful to begin talking about the camera as a tool for exploration 

and discovery.
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t h e  c a m e r a  h a s  a  w a y  o f  t r i c k i n g  u s  into believing it sees the 

world the way we do, immersed as we are in three dimensions and the sensu-

ality of real life. It tricks us into thinking we photograph trees and buildings, 

people, and flowers—whatever it is you point your lens at. But the final image is 

an interpretation in line, shape, tone, and colour of what we saw. It is a graphic 

thing, and like all graphics, the materials with which we make them are simple: 

point, line, and shape. 

I say this because we too often forget this. We are seduced by the depth of the 

real world and everything that’s going on in front of the lens; it is only later, 

when we return to the final image, that we see the lines do not line up, the 

shapes do not successfully represent the person whose spirit we wanted to 
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capture, or the energy of the scene we wanted never to forget. As it is with all 

of photography, the trick is to be conscious—truly aware—of what the lines are 

doing. Questions can help us with that perception:

• Where are the lines leading my eye? Is there a vanishing point? To where 

does that point take me?

• Do those lines have energy to them? Are they static horizontals or 

energetic diagonals? 

• Do the lines intersect in ways that might later surprise me? The power 

lines running through my subject’s head, for example? 

• Do the lines connect with the frame in ways that help or hinder the visual 

journey around the photograph?

• Do the lines form shapes?

• Do the lines and shapes please me? Are they interesting? Sensual? 

Strong? Delicate?

Beyond questions that help bring our awareness to the graphic possibilities for 

the image itself, perhaps the most important question becomes this: How can 

you use or change these lines and shapes to help write the photographic poem 

or story you want to tell? What choices can you make to have that silhouette of 

a cowboy look the most like a cowboy possible? A silhouette is just a long line, 

filled with black, that describes a thing. But it is in our choice of moment or our 

position relative to the man himself that gives that silhouette its best chance at 

being the best line possible, one that—for anyone who wasn’t there—can mostly 

clearly describe that it’s a cowboy, sitting on a hill, shoulders slumped and tired. 

Or is it just a dark blob on the horizon?



The trick is to be 
conscious—truly 
aware—of what the 
lines are doing.
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It’s the same subject in one frame as it is in the other, but one finds a stronger 

expression in the final image because of the photographer’s conscious effort to 

make those lines describe exactly what was intended. 

Remember that these questions are not only about the making of more inten-

tional photographs, but about recognizing the possibilities before the camera 

even comes to your face, and later in choosing that one final frame from the 

many you took to get there. When you ask what the lines and shapes are doing, 

you give yourself a chance to see the scene as close to what it is, especially in 

terms of how the camera sees, as possible. You begin to see the circles formed by 

certain elements, you see repeating triangles, you become aware of the geo-

metry of the scene and how certain elements form large rectangles and divide 

the frame. And in that awareness, the lines and shapes offer you a chance to 

move them around and make more pleasing relationships or give the picture 

more energy as you change it from static to dynamic. Or perhaps you notice the 

ways in which one line intersects with the top of the frame and forms one of 

those little triangles in the corners that trap the eye, so you nudge the camera 

down to give the image a chance to be stronger, free from that distraction. 

It has always seemed a shame to me that photography has been treated as 

though it were primarily a technical pursuit. That perspective has forced us to 

learn how to use a camera often at the expense of learning how to see. It takes 

years for many photographers to notice how the camera, particularly in collab-

oration with lenses and our own perspective, sees and represents lines. In the 

next chapter, I’ll explore the latter. Here, I think it fitting to point out that this 

chapter’s overall question is not just about lines and shapes, but about how the 

camera sees them; specifically, how our optics see them.
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If you’re asking what the lines are doing or what possibilities they present in 

the making of your photograph, then an obvious next question might be: What 

lens are you using? Knowing how lenses behave is like knowing how different 

brushes put paint on the canvas. I’m not a painter, so let’s not take this met-

aphor too far, but different brushes will put colour on the canvas in different 

ways. So, too, with lenses and their treatment of lines. 

Long lenses create a visually compressed effect on lines, pushing lines together, 

isolating them, and often robbing them of their energy by making them shorter. 

Wider lenses do the opposite, pushing elements apart, exaggerating lines 

and any energy they might have, especially when we use them closer to those 

elements in the scene. This is neither good nor bad, unless you want your 

photograph to have strong energy and your choice of lens robs the image of what 

could have been a more dynamic representation of the lines. Or, conversely, if 

you want a more serene scene and perhaps your choice of lens combined with 

your point of view makes that serenity impossible because you created a picture 

that doesn’t let the eye rest for all the energy you’ve given the lines. 

One of the exercises I give my students to bring a greater awareness to the lines 

and shapes in an image might help here. You’ll need two things: a marker (I like 

red) and a handful of images. Print out a dozen of your own photographs or tear 

some from a magazine. Use that marker to trace on the paper the primary lines 

of the image. Doing this with an actual marker helps make you aware of the 

lines and shapes in an image, and it eventually gives way to doing it with your 

mind’s eye. It helps make you more conscious later, when you’ve got a camera 

in hand, of the direction and energy of lines, where they intersect, what shapes 

they form, and how they relate to each other and to the frame. Only once you’re 

aware of them can you begin to make choices about what to do with them in 

order to make the image say or feel what you intend.



If you want your 
viewer to pay attention 
to something, an 
increase in any kind  
of contrast will pull 
their eye to that area.
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t h e  e y e  m o v e s  a r o u n d  t h e  f r a m e  in much the same way as we move 

around the physical world: we take a path, we are led by what interests us, and 

we get trapped or blocked by things that stand in our way. In large, brightly lit 

rooms with high ceilings, we feel differently than we do in small, dark rooms 

with low ceilings and no windows. Our experience of a photograph is similar, 

despite it being only two-dimensional. In fact, I wonder if our experience of 

photographs can be even more claustrophobic because they lack that third 

dimension; the elements, all flattened, don’t give us as much room to move 

among them. 

If we want to make images that have a sense of space, then we have to be con-

scious of the desire for that space and learn how to create it. The opposite is also 
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true; if we want to photograph subjects that are cramped and uncomfortable, 

then a good first step to being aware of the possibilities is to ask how we can use 

space to create that feeling. 

The simplest way to begin thinking about the use of space within a photograph 

is to remember that the frame is a very real and often impenetrable border. It 

exerts visual mass, and when we consider the elements within the frame, we 

must remember not only their relationship to each other but to that frame. An 

image in which the elements all come right to the edges of the frame will do a 

couple of things that can make the image a less pleasurable experience to read. 

And that displeasure or difficulty will either hinder your efforts to express your 

subject a certain way or help you do exactly that. 

An image in which the elements touch (or come close to touching) the edges of 

the frame feels unwelcoming. It makes us visually claustrophobic and looking 

for the exit. It prevents the eye from taking the kind of journey around the 

frame that makes us stay longer and want to take our time with the details. At 

first glance, this experiential truth seems to fly against the rule so many of us 

learn in the beginning: fill the frame! The fact that it is how we fill the frame and 

why that is important, not just that we do it, should make us all suspicious of any 

blanket statements that sound overly simple. 

The idea of filling the frame is a good one, but I prefer to express it differ-

ently: isolate the subject and get as close as you need to give that subject its 

full impact. 

Some ways of doing this are better than others. Imagine you are making a 

portrait of a woman. You could photograph her so you get the full outline of 

the head and all the details of the face, with room to move visually between 
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the head and the edges of the frame. Maybe you see a little of the background 

behind her. It’s a nice frame and there is plenty of negative space, which is the 

space that is not the subject but helps define it and give the eye room to move. 

That’s one way to fill the frame with a portrait. The subject is well isolated, with 

no distractions, and there is plenty of room to move. It’s elegant. 

Another option is to get really close. So close that you see most of that astonish-

ing face, but not so much that you see the edges of the head. The subject here is 

just the face, the details, the expression. It’s deeply intimate. You’ve filled the 

frame, but even so, there is room between the most visually massive features 

(like the eyes, the lines that form the nose and the mouth) and the frame. I 

could stare at this for hours. 

A third way is to split the difference. We often take this approach as beginners, 

and some of us never grow out of it. You fill the frame too much to give me room 

to move but not so much that you give the face its own role. The line that forms 

the shape of the head is so close to the edge of the frame that it creates tension. 

It creates small areas between the head and the frame that trap my eye. My eye 

doesn’t so much move around the frame as it feels tense and wonders why you 

just crammed it all in. Sure, the frame is full, but to what end? The “rule” has 

been obeyed, but not such that you’ve made an elegant, intimate, easy-to-read 

photograph. 

Is that okay? Am I in danger of making a foolish rule of my own? Yes, it might 

be okay. There may well be cases where you want this kind of tension, when 

you want to make me feel uncomfortable because the subject itself makes you 

feel that way and you use every tool available to make me feel cramped, tense, 

distracted, and claustrophobic. My larger point is this: what we need are not 

rules, such as “fill the frame,” but guiding principles that say, “If I consider this, 
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and do that, it will result in this, or that.” Then we make choices according to 

our vision. 

Consider how space in the frame makes you feel. If you want a feeling of vast-

ness, then your use of space in the image will help or hinder that. You might also 

think of this in terms of scale. We’ve explored the idea of contrast, and scale 

is essentially a contrast of size and space. Usually scale is created by showing 

a contrast between one element and another element of a known size. We feel 

how small the child is when she’s standing beside a giant tree; we notice how 

large the elephant is when it’s standing beside a car. That’s scale, and it helps us 

not only to make sense of proportions but also to feel them. 

A sense of scale can also be created by contrasting an element with the frame 

itself. Yes, the child is at the foot of a large tree; we get it. But go wider, give me 

more space around that child, and let me see just how large the tree is—make 

the child small relative to the frame itself—and you’ll create a much greater 

contrast. Of course, there’s a point at which going too wide will make the image 

fall apart, and you’ll lose the impact you were trying so hard to create, but 

there’s nothing to be lost by experimenting. 

One of my favourite photos from an adventure in the Gobi Desert in Mongolia 

is an image I made of a photographer on the sand dunes. He’s small, not only in 

relation to the large dunes, but to the frame. He probably fills only five percent 

of the frame, if that. I have photographs in which he’s larger, but they lack 

impact. And I have photographs in which he’s smaller, but they lack information 

as well as impact. Instead of the viewer thinking about how small the photogra-

pher feels in such a vast desert, they wonder what that small dark element in the 

frame might be. 
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This is not the end of the conversation about the use of space. We’ll explore it 

further when we discuss depth in the next chapter. For now, think about space 

on a two-dimensional level, and ask yourself:

• What decisions can I make that will allow the eye to move more freely 

around the frame?

• Is my subject better expressed with a more liberal use of space, or would a 

more constricted feeling be more appropriate? Try it! Find out!

• Am I aware of elements intersecting the frame? Are they impeding the 

movement of the eye?

• Am I filling the frame with my subject but sabotaging that effort by 

neglecting the idea of negative space?

• Could I use scale, or contrast in size between elements, to exaggerate the 

experience of that size?

• Could I use the size of the subject relative to the frame itself to imply 

something about that subject or bring a more spacious feeling to the 

image? Would the opposite serve me better? 

I hope you’ve taken to heart my suggestion to study both your images and the 

images of others in connection to all the questions that I’m putting forward 

here. The way to learn all of this—to really make these ideas your own—is to ask 

the questions, to think about them for yourself. And while you must eventually 

do that with the camera to your eye, it can begin with photographs in front of 

you. How did the photographer use space? What decisions did the photographer 

make with negative space or scale? What would this photograph look like if the 

photographer made different choices? Would it feel the same way? Why?
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Anything that does 
not help express our 
vision of the subject 
has a diminishing 
effect on the power 
of the image.
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i f  h a r m o n y  i s  a b o u t  t h e  w a y  in which elements work together within 

an image, then asking ourselves if we might achieve better harmony by exclud-

ing more from the frame is a helpful question. I prefer to focus more on what I 

am trying to maximize rather than just asking if there is more I can leave out 

of the photograph, so I look at this task as one of isolation. How can we use the 

tools of our craft to best isolate the true subject of the photograph by including 

only those elements that carry the most information or impact in expressing 

that subject? 

This pursuit is important because the more we put into the frame, the more 

those unnecessary elements compete for our attention and dilute the impact we 

hope the photograph will have. Anything that does not help express our vision 
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of the subject has a diminishing effect on the power of the image and its ability 

to hold our attention or communicate clearly. 

The most obvious means of exclusion comes from the frame itself and our 

mindfulness regarding where we point the lens. A little to the left, and we 

exclude elements on the right, and vice versa. A little closer, and we begin to 

exclude elements on all sides. Add to this the isolating or exclusionary effect 

of longer lenses and their restrictive angles of view, and we have the powerful 

ability to limit what goes into the final image. But these are not the only tools in 

the photographer’s toolbox. 

We can isolate one moment or action by choosing to photograph one particular 

sliver of time—this 1/60th of a second rather than that one. Time can be used to 

isolate in other ways as well. When we choose to use a 30-second exposure, we 

isolate or exaggerate the softness of moving water, and in so doing, we exclude 

the particular details of the waves. Alternatively, we can use a longer shutter 

speed to isolate a stationary object if it’s surrounded by moving objects; that 

slow shutter allows the moving objects to blur while keeping the stationary 

object still, effectively excluding the individual moving elements. 

Depth of field has long been used to intentionally isolate or exclude based on 

the plane of focus and how much you choose to keep sharp and how much you 

allow to blur, often very effectively reducing the visual mass of a cluttered 

background and isolating the foreground. 

Using the behaviour of wider lenses and pushing them in nice and close takes 

advantage of the foreshortening effect of perspective, making the foreground 

element larger, the background elements smaller, and effectively isolating the 

former against the latter. If you recall our discussion of visual mass, this is 

simply an application of those ideas. 
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If you want to better isolate one element from another, give the one greater 

visual mass and/or decrease the visual mass of the other. One sharp element 

will be isolated against the blurred elements; those blurred elements might not 

be completely excluded, but their presence can be diminished. Elements that 

are made larger relative to elements made smaller will also be isolated. These 

same considerations can be used in post-production as well, the eye being 

pushed and pulled around the frame with careful dodging and burning. 

Questions that guide us toward better use of isolation include:

• Does everything in the image provide either needed information or 

important impact? No? How can I exclude it?

• Are there elements that would, by their exclusion, give the picture greater 

clarity of message or emotional impact? 

• Can I use a longer lens to tighten up the scene and compress some of the 

distance between elements? 

• Can I use a wider lens pushed in close to give more impact to the 

foreground?

• Would less depth of field help isolate the subject, or do I need more depth 

of field to better tell the whole story?

• Would creative use of my shutter speed allow me to give more impact to 

the subject? 

• Would a different choice of moment better isolate this event in time, 

excluding other moments that are less clear or powerful?

• What can I do in post-production to further isolate and draw the eye to 

the most important elements?
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It’s easy to understand the desire to include more, to tell a bigger story, to see 

details that you really want to photograph, but that is often best accomplished 

not by including more and more but by making more than one image, each of 

which focuses on giving the most impact to the one subject in each of those 

images. This is one reason why photographers, such as those who work with 

National Geographic, work in a multi-picture format. They know that twelve 

images with impact will always be better than one image that tries, but fails, 

to say everything. With everything crammed into the frame, nothing would 

carry more weight than anything else, and the power and clarity would be lost. 

Asking ourselves if we’ve isolated the subject well, and excluded all else, is a 

step toward saying what we want to say about our subject without confusion or a 

loss of impact.



There is a vast 
difference between 
focusing the lens  
and focusing our 
attention.
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