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One of the world’s most widely published photographers, Michael Freeman has had a 50-year career of documentary travel reportage, studio work and architecture. He has been published in almost all major publications worldwide, including Time-Life and GEO, and a three-decade relationship with Smithsonian magazine, for whom he has shot more than 40 stories. Much of his work has focused on Asia, beginning in Thailand and Southeast Asia, followed by several years photographing in Japan, and in the last two decades, China. Among his major documentary reportage book titles are Sudan: The Land and the People, Tea Horse Road, tracing the ancient trade route from present-day Yunnan and Sichuan to Lhasa, and most recently The Life of Tea, which received the prestigious Fortnum and Mason Drink Book of the Year Award. Many of his two dozen photographic books on interiors and architecture are classics of the genre, including Shaker (used most recently by the US Postal Service in a commemorative stamp series), In the Oriental Style, China Style, Frank Lloyd Wright: the Masterworks and Japan Modern.

His numerous books teaching the craft of photography have sold over four million copies, and been translated into 28 languages. The Photographer’s Eye is his best-selling volume, and has become the definitive work on photographic composition and design. This is the basis for his current work in image aesthetics for computational photography.
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‘How you build a picture, what a picture consists of, how shapes are related to each other, how spaces are filled, how the whole thing must have a kind of unity.’
– Paul Strand




INTRODUCTION

This book is about how photographers organize what goes on inside the image frame, which in practice and in real time means what goes on inside the viewfinder or on the viewing screen. It’s a simple thing to say, but it covers most of the decisions we make at capture. The usual word for this is composition, a word I don’t much care for because it carries associations (at least for me) of being overly deliberate and thought through, and limited to arranging things like obvious subjects and dividing lines. While this can indeed be the process in what you could call more contemplative picture-making, like a studio still life or architecture or some landscapes, in most photography it has to happen more intuitively because moving scenes and unexpectedly unfolding events don’t allow much time for thinking. We have to respond without thinking, in other words ‘on the fly’, which appropriately was the term used by one of the great practitioners, Henri Cartier-Bresson. What appeared in Englishlanguage publication as the memorable The Decisive Moment was originally titled in French as Images à La Sauvette – meaning pictures taken hastily, hurriedly, on the sly, on the fly. Of course, that’s only a fraction of all of the kinds of photography, but it’s arguably what the camera can uniquely do best, and it sets the bar for skill at organizing the image for an observer of the world (as opposed to an influencer or manipulator).

Whether we call it image organization, composition or design, I’m unashamedly talking this up as the path of choice for better photography. Of course, there are other skills and sensibilities involved, but the case I’m making is that this is the most personal and the one that’s independent of outside circumstances. The quality of the lighting, for example, is supremely important for some images, but it’s an external factor. It’s either outside your control (meaning come back another day) or you’re compelled to create it (yet another craft to learn). Equipment is a well-trodden path, heavily promoted but ultimately a pointless one, not because it’s unimportant but because camera manufacturers are continually improving it, to the point now where the leading ones (all of them smartphone manufacturers) have taken care of all the essential details. By now, the tech has been, as the Brits like to say, pretty well sorted. This is an important point, at least in building my case, because when you no longer have to think about the camera settings, that frees you up to use your eye and imagination.
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The world of photography has changed since I wrote the first edition of this book, ultimately because of smartphones and social media. In that year, 2008, digital camera sales were near their peak at about 120 million units, while the first iPhone had only just been launched. As I’m writing now, annual digital camera sales are down to under 8 million while smartphone sales (the vast majority with technically excellent cameras) are 1.4 billion. World ownership of smartphones is a remarkable 68 percent. No one knows how many photographs are being taken (one source estimates 1.8 trillion a year, an almost meaningless number), and while the majority are not being taken ‘seriously’ in the sense of trying to be creatively good, it’s reasonable to say that anyone who’s even remotely interested in photography now practices it themselves. I’ve no idea how many photographers that translates to, but it must surely be in the hundreds of millions, and there are platforms galore for sharing their photographs. Instagram alone has two billion users. Well, that’s enough statistics, but there’s no doubt that there are now many, many more people for whom photography is important.

In most photographs – at least those where the photographer isn’t trying too hard to abstract the view or make it ambiguous – there’s plenty of depth information that shows us we’re looking at a captured scene from the real world. There are different kinds of perspective and some things cover up other things so we understand that they’re in front (called occlusion), so that there’s generally no confusion that the picture is about what each of us would see if we were standing there in place of the camera. In fact, odd though this may sound, if you cover one eye all those clues about depth and dimension are even stronger. The reason is that our normal binocular vision (called stereopsis) complicates looking at a photograph, especially when the picture is smaller rather than larger, like a phone screen rather than a huge print. We see both the image presented as an object several inches in front of us, as well as the view inside the frame. However, with just one eye that bothersome contradiction is removed (the effect is more striking if you watch a video or movie because of all the movement going on). Try it and see if you agree. This may sound like a trick or illusion, but it’s at the heart of why photographs continue to fascinate. Far from getting so used to them over the last century-and-then-some, from what I see, we’re more involved with them than ever before.

But this growing place of photographs in everyone’s life demands something extra. I mentioned the balance, unique to photography, between the view that people expect – normal, instantly understandable and packed with information – and the constant effort by committed photographers to put their personal stamp on an image. The sheer number of photographs being taken and the closing gap between viewers and picture-takers (most of us now are both) means that the balance is shifting. Being able by one means or another to give a different, unexpected view of the same scene is more highly valued now than at any time in photography. This, coupled with the near collapse of editorial assignment photography, means that there’s now a huge premium on how photographs look, rather than on what they show. That’s why this book is now approaching its third decade, and why this is a significantly updated edition.
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Being able by one means or another to give a different, unexpected view of the same scene is more highly valued now than at any time in photography.
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