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INTRODUCTION

It’s now fifteen years since I wrote The Photographer’s Eye, on composition in photography, and by good fortune it has stayed the course, in almost 30 languages around the world. The reason I am returning to composition with this book is that the world of photography has not stayed still, and neither have I. I’ve shot more, and thought more, and certainly have more than enough new ideas to fill this new book.

Composition, or design if you like, is the one ingredient of a photograph that you reliably have control over, and which you can use to influence how people will look at your work. You can point things out or delay their recognition. You can make images easy to look at or challenging. You can simplify or complicate. You can harmonize or shake things up. Perhaps more importantly, by doing such things intentionally and to your liking, you can put your stamp on your photography; give it your look, your style, your character. Photography is intensely personal. There is only one eye behind the camera, and it’s yours, and composition is a powerful way of showing your individuality.

There’s an approach to composition that has some traction in the art world. Writing for the catalogue of the 2003 Tate Modern exhibition Cruel and Tender, David Campany made the case against conscious composition: ‘The straight photograph is often thought of as uncomposed and artless, a “degree zero” of composition, which in some senses it is.’1 Here, the writer is using the term ‘straight photography’ not in the original sense, as used by Edward Weston, Ansel Adams and other West Coast photographers who were arguing for precision and clarity in opposition to Pictorialism but as photography without direction. He continued, ‘If we understand composition as an orchestration of the picture and an orchestration of its viewing, then the straight image refuses to lead the eye, refuses to lead the reading of the image. On the one hand this makes it a thoroughly generous, open and democratic kind of photograph, but it also makes it resistant and demanding.’2

Among participating photographers, the American Lewis Baltz wrote ‘The ideal photographic document would appear to be without author or art,’ and went further: ‘I certainly wanted my work to look like anyone could do it…I was looking for the things that were most typical, the things that were the most quotidian, everyday, unremarkable, and trying to represent them in the way that was the most quotidian, everyday and unremarkable.’3

With the best will in the world, and looking at all the ways in which you could actually perform ‘degree zero’ composition, (short of throwing a camera in the air to let it capture a shot by chance), I think it’s self-deceiving at best, fraudulent at worst. Composition-deniers use conceptual arguments but argue against skill, although even a glance at the work of Baltz and others shows that composition is indeed being employed. In Baltz’s case, as also with Bernd and Hilla Becher, squared-up is the tactic mainly used, and that’s definitely not ‘like anyone could do it’. Composition-deniers also face an intractable problem – the closer you get to ‘degree zero’, the more boring the picture. In the end, the strongest case for composition is that most people actually want to enjoy photographs.



_____________________

1 Campany, David, ‘Almost the Same Thing: Some Thoughts on the Photographer as Collector’ in Cruel and Tender: The Real in the Twentieth-Century Photograph [exhibition catalogue], London: Tate Publishing, 2003.

2 Ibid.

3 Baltz, Lewis, ‘Architecture as Photography: Document, Publicity, Commentary, Art’ in Constructing Worlds: Photography and Architecture in the Modern Age [exhibition catalogue], Munich and London: Barbican Gallery/Prestel, 2014.
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