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Before you start
I always wanted to be a photographer but I never dreamed I would be
having this much fun. I imagined something much less elusive, much
more mundane.
(Lee Friedlander)1

Photograph: Robert Bloomfield, Untitled
(Ryoan-ji), 2014
The first element of a visual arts programme is traditionally a ‘materials and techniques’ course
to enable you to start making work in your chosen medium. Photography 1: Expressing Your
Vision is no different, except that the emphasis is on ‘thinking through’ the materials and
techniques in order to help you find your own way to experience and present your work.

1 Quoted in https://alecsothblog.wordpress.com/category/photo-tech/ [accessed 25/01/18]
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Course structure
The first four parts of Expressing Your Vision are structured around the four shooting modes of
a conventional DSLR camera. Quite simply, each shooting mode (auto, aperture priority, shutter
priority and manual) is used to investigate one of the fundamentals of photography: frame,
space, time and light. In the final part, on viewpoint, you’ll turn your attention from the camera
to yourself as the photographer.
Each part of the course represents roughly 80 hours of study. In each part you’ll be asked to
complete a variety of exercises and research tasks. It’s important to complete all of the exercises
as they often build important skills or knowledge that you’ll draw on for the assignments.
When you’re working through the exercises, be experimental or even playful. If you just ‘follow
the script’ there’s a chance you won't experience the work you produce as truly your own.
Treat the course as a kind of ‘test lab’ for trying new ways of using your camera and thinking
about photography. For this, the value of your life experience outside of photography can’t be
overstated:

Photography skills are finite – there are only so many ways to technically
take a photograph. Content is what differentiates. Photographers
should live their own life and draw from it, and the culture that
surrounds it.
(Raghubir Singh)2
Assignments form an important part of assessment for those students deciding on the degree
pathway. However, please don’t feel too pressured because final assessment; marks at Levels 1
and 2 don’t affect the final outcome of a degree. Assessment at these levels is intended to give
you an insight into how your work will be assessed within the context of the qualification, and
to provide advice on going forward. The key to understanding this context is the assessment
criteria taxonomy which is introduced at the end of Part One and discussed in greater detail in
Parts Two to Five.
Even if you don’t plan to have your work formally assessed, always reflect carefully on your tutor
feedback and, if appropriate, go back to the assignment and make adjustments to it based on
your tutor’s comments. If you submit for assessment, making such adjustments demonstrates
responsiveness to learning and will help improve your mark. Note down what you’ve done
differently, and why, in your learning log.
Only work done during the course should be submitted to your tutor or for formal assessment.

2 http://invisiblephotographer.asia/2012/08/01/raghubirsingh-theimportanceofidentity/
[accessed 25/01/18]
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Your tutor
Your tutor is your main point of contact with OCA. Before you start work, make sure that you’re
clear about your tuition arrangements. The OCA tuition system is explained in some detail in
your Student Handbook.
If you haven’t already done so, please write a paragraph or two about your experience to date
(your profile). Mention any skills you already have that you think are relevant to the course.
Comment on why you want to study this particular course and what you hope to achieve as a
result of taking the course. Email your profile to your tutor using your new OCA email address
(maximum 250 words). Your profile will help him or her understand how best to support you
during the course.
Also arrange with your tutor how you’ll submit your assignment work (e.g. whether you’ll email
images as JPEGs or send prints in the post) and how you’ll deal with any queries that arise
between assignments. This will usually be by email or phone.
It’s a good idea to get into the habit of submitting at least some images as prints to help you
prepare for assessment, if you choose to go down this route.

Course support
Your tutor is supported by the Course Support Advisors, who can answer questions relating to
course documentation or OCA processes in between assignments / feedback points. You can
email Course Support here: coursesupport@oca.ac.uk.

Studying with OCA
If you haven’t already done so, now is a good time to work through the free introductory course
‘An Introduction to Studying in HE’ on the OCA student website:
www.oca-student.com/study-guides/introduction-studying-he
Don’t be tempted to skip this introductory course; it contains valuable advice on study skills
(e.g. reading, note-taking), research methods and academic conventions which will stand you in
good stead throughout your studies.
The OCA website will be a key resource for you during your studies with OCA so take some time
to familiarise yourself with it. Log onto the OCA student website and go the link below. Watch
the video and make notes. www.oca-student.com/study-guides/using-website
Remember, too, that there are other students doing the course so you’re not on your own. Use
the online forums to reflect on your findings and discuss issues with other students.
Go to www.oca-student.com/forum

7 Photography 1: Expressing your Vision

Learning log
Whether you call it a journal, logbook, workbook, notebook or something similar, they are
essentially the same thing. The learning log is something you create to record and support your
learning and is an integral element of study with the OCA.
Your learning log is where you record your experiences, thoughts, feelings, and reflections on
your learning activities. These activities can include courses you went on, exhibitions visited,
books read, discussions had, internet sites browsed, TV programmes watched etc. As well as
documenting what you’ve been doing whilst studying this course unit, it’s important to add
your personal comments, to reflect critically on the work of others as well as your own. You
can say what you think about the material you have encountered and how it has helped you
with your studies. Please note: tutor feedback should not be posted in your log as this is an
intellectual copyright issue. It’s fine to respond to individual points in your post report reflection
though.
If this is your first course unit with the OCA, see the study guide Introducing learning logs on
the OCA student website, located in the ‘Resources’ section, for further guidance on what a
learning log is and how to keep one.

Using an online blog
It is a requirement to use an online blog in addition to (or instead of ) physical logbooks/
notebooks/folders.
A blog is a great way to consolidate and present your course work, as well as providing your
tutor and peers with a live view of your learning and reflections. Blogs can be sectioned off
into various categories and can make your recorded learning more navigable to these external
viewers.
Setting up a blog can be done for free through websites such as Blogger, Tumblr or Wordpress.
If this is your first course unit with the OCA, see the study guide Keeping an Online Learning
Log on the OCA student website, located in the ‘Resources’ section. There is also a OCA
Wordpress blog template in the same section of the OCA student website.
It’s also strongly recommended that you keep a separate blog for each of the course units you
study, just as you would your coursework, sketchbooks, notebooks and learning logs. However,
if you insist on keeping the same blog for each course unit, you must separate all entries/posts
from one another in order to clearly distinguish what learning was undertaken for a given
course unit, otherwise your work could be at risk of being viewed as self-plagiarism.
Course aims and outcomes
Please take a moment to read through the aims and outcomes for this course. The aims and
outcomes are mapped to the assessment criteria and we’ll be reflecting back on them at the
beginning of Part Five.
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Course aims and outcomes
The course aims to:
• enable you to begin using technical and visual skills appropriately
• enable you to produce practical work which uses the above understanding and
demonstrates skills of personal engagement, enquiry, imagination and experimentation
• develop your understanding of contemporary and historical approaches to photography
• introduce critical analysis and self-appraisal of ideas, processes and outcomes.
On successful completion of the course you’ll be able to:
• create images that demonstrate a practical and conceptual understanding of how to apply
techniques and visual skills
• show initial ability in translating ideas into personal imagery
• conduct a procedure of research, development and production in relation to the course
themes
• begin to reflect on the various levels of meaning in your own and others’ photography.
Even if you don’t intend to submit your work for formal assessment, it’s useful to take on board
these outcomes to support your learning and use as a means of self-assessment. You can
check your progress against the learning outcomes in your learning log when you review your
progress against each assignment.

Assessment criteria
The assessment criteria are central to the assessment process for this course, so if you’re going
to have your work assessed to gain formal credits, you’ll need to take note of these criteria and
consider how each of the assignments you complete demonstrates evidence of each criterion.
(There’s help with this at the end of Part One.) On completion of each assignment, and before
you send your assignment to your tutor, test yourself against the criteria – in other words, do a
self-assessment, and see how you think you would do.

Assessment criteria points
Demonstration of technical and visual skills – Materials, techniques, observational skills,
visual awareness, design and compositional skills.
Quality of outcome – Content, application of knowledge, presentation of work in a
coherent manner, discernment, conceptualisation of thoughts, communication of ideas.
Demonstration of creativity – Imagination, experimentation, invention.
Context – Reflection, research, critical thinking.
The Criteria have different weights which are used to determine your overall assessment work.
Details of the current weightings can be found in the resource section of the student website.
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Reading and research
An introductory course in higher education should aim for a wider recognition of its subject
than just technical competence. As well as being able to take a good photograph, this should
include understanding how a photograph relates to the wider possibilities of photography. For
this, we’re fortunate in having a wide range of historic and contemporary practice available to
us. Historic practice helps us to understand why we do photography the way we do it today and
is especially useful when it relates in some way to our own work.

One of the things I need to learn on this course is to understand
myself. Why do I take the photographs I take? What is my intent in the
photograph? Why do I find a particular perspective appealing? Why do
I select certain photographs but not others? From what I see with the
course one very important aspect is that I will start to be able to attach
well known ideas and established academic thoughts to my writings on
the subject of photography. There is a whole world of commentary and
criticism I am as yet unaware of on photography.
(EYV student Fergal O’Callaghan)
Contemporary practice can be more exciting but also more problematic to practising
photographers. Trends in photography come and go and there can be a lot of pressure on
emerging photographers to know what’s ‘contemporary’. The ‘ideology of the contemporary’
– the dominance of a single point of view – is not the same as that which is actually
contemporary. i.e. work made in response to the world in a myriad of ways today, which is how
we see the contemporary at OCA.
To help you in your personal research, the course aims to provide a kind of road map to the
topic at hand. To make full use of the map you should take note of the sources included in the
text and referenced in the footnotes. You’re not expected to follow up all the sources; the best
approach is probably to dip in and out. But research at this level of study is important and good
research skills will be something that you’ll take with you as one of the benefits of gaining a
degree.
Your first port of call should be the OCA student website so log on now.
Go to ‘Research’, then ‘Resource types’ in the drop-down menu and then ‘Online libraries’. Begin
by having a look at the UCA online library:
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-libraries/uca-online-library
Next, take a look at the range of study guides available on the student website. Here are just
two examples:
• Entering higher education for the first time or even just returning to formal study after a
lengthy break can be a big step. For help in studentship take a look at the guide to Study
Skills: www.oca-student.com/study-guides/study-skills
•

The Assessment and How to Get Qualified study guide tells you all you need to know about
assessment and accreditation:
www.oca-student.com/study-guides/assessment-and-how-get-qualified
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You’ll also find plenty of research material specific to photography courses.
Start to develop the discipline of referencing your research in your learning log. This is one of
the ways in which your learning log will differ from the usual photography blog. Referencing
sources enables your readers to research further into any point that interests them and will also
guard against the charge of plagiarism.
For more information, a study guide to Harvard referencing is available on the student portal:
www.uca.ac.uk/library/academic-support/harvard-referencing/
Don’t just rely on the internet. It’s very useful for technical information and a good number of
the most important critical texts are available as free downloads (include 'pdf' in your Google
search), but get into the habit of investing in two or three books for each course as they’ll
provide much more depth to your research. Buy second hand if you can find them, at least until
your personal interests in photography start to become more defined at Levels 2 and 3. The EYV
reading list is at the end of this course guide and on the student website.

Recommended equipment
You don’t need to invest in a lot of equipment for this course. We’d expect you to have a
digital camera with fully manual operation and a zoom lens, although with a certain amount
of inventiveness you could do the course with a good compact or even just a film camera
and one fixed lens. You’ll also need a computer to manage your digital files and word process
your assignments, and access to the internet in order to communicate with your tutor and
participate in the OCA online community.
The OCA photography courses make occasional reference to Photoshop as the industry
standard editing tool, although you may prefer to use another editing application for your
own work. Rather than invest in the full Photoshop programme, Photoshop Elements would
be perfectly adequate for Level 1; at the other end of the scale you may consider taking out a
student subscription to Adobe’s ‘Creative Cloud’ which will give you access to the latest versions
of the full suite of Adobe applications.
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Image manipulation
‘You photograph what is, and when you look at [a] photograph you see
what was.’
(Jörg Colberg)3

Photograph: Robert Bloomfield, Untitled (Ryoan-ji), 2014

The quote above contains the idea that a photograph is ‘indexical’, meaning that it has a direct
physical relationship to its object. An image that is excessively manipulated is no longer, strictly
speaking, indexical – which is fine as long as there is not the assumption that it is an indexical
type of image.
That’s why image manipulation in documentary photography and photojournalism is an ethical
question. Many agencies have strict guidelines, which forbid excessive lightening, darkening,
blurring or colour manipulation. Moving pixels, for instance erasing or cloning, is not allowed.
Conversely, in commercial photography, manipulation is often expected, while in fine art
photography it may be used intentionally to affect meaning. In iphoneography, Instagram
and the ‘mobile arts’ generally, the use of apps to manipulate the image is fundamental to the
movement.
In this first course in the Photography degree pathway we’ll be relating the camera to certain
fundamental categories of photography so we ask you to keep to basic image corrections
(at least for assignment work), without significantly changing the image as seen through the
camera viewfinder. However, EYV can accommodate many different creative approaches and if
you wish to work with image manipulation that’s fine too, but please discuss it with your tutor
first.
3

http://jmcolberg.com/weblog/2013/03/review_liquid_land_by_rena_effendi
[accessed 28/11/2017]
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The course begins with the first assignment. This is primarily a diagnostic assignment designed
to give your tutor a feel for your work and help them decide how best to help you. It won’t
count towards your final mark if you decide to go for formal assessment, but the assessors may
want to see it so that they can gauge your progress across the course as a whole. Please read
the brief carefully and complete the assignment. You don't have to wait for your tutor's report
before continuing with Part One of the course.
Now let’s get started!
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Assignment one ‘Square Mile’
In our earliest years we know a patch of ground in a detail we will never know anywhere again
– site of discovery and putting names to things – people and places – working with difference
and similitude – favourite places, places to avoid – neighbours and their habits, gestures and
stories – textures, smells – also of play, imagination, experiment – finding the best location
for doing things – creating worlds under our own control, fantasy landscapes. (Professor Mike
Pearson)
Photographers and artists have always found inspiration in their immediate location. There
is a concept within Welsh culture called Y Filltir Sgwar (The Square Mile), described above by
Professor Mike Pearson. It is the intimate connection between people and their childhood
‘home’ surroundings. Use this ‘sense of place’ as the starting point for your first assignment.

Brief
Make a series of six to twelve photographs in response to the concept of ‘The Square Mile’.
Use this as an opportunity to take a fresh and experimental look at your surroundings. You
may wish to re-trace places you know very well, examining how they might have changed; or,
particularly if you’re in a new environment, you may wish to use photography to explore your
new surroundings and meet some of the people around you.
You may wish to explore the concept of Y Filltir Sgwar further, or you may deviate from this. You
may want to focus on architecture and landscape, or you may prefer to photograph the people
who you think have an interesting connection to the square mile within which you currently
find yourself. You’ll need to shoot many more than 12 photographs from which to make your
final edit. You should try to make your final set of photographs ‘sit’ together as a series. Don’t
necessarily think about making a number of individual pictures, but rather a set of photographs
that complement one another and collectively communicate your idea. You may wish to title
your photographs or write short captions if you feel this is appropriate and would benefit the
viewer.
Think of this assignment as a way to introduce yourself to your tutor.There’s no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
way to respond to this brief, as long as you try to push yourself out of your comfort zone in
terms of subject matter. Try out new approaches rather than sticking to what you think you’re
most successful at.
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Research
These are just a few practitioners who have worked within their locality and/or in an
autobiographical way. Spend some time looking at their work to help you generate some ideas.
Document your research and your initial ideas in your learning log.
Keith Arnatt: www.tate.org.uk/art/artists/keith-arnatt-666
Gawain Barnard: http://gawainbarnard.com/
Tina Barney: www.artic.edu/aic/exhibitions/story/barney.html
Roni Horn: www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/roni-horn-aka-roni- horn/ronihorn-aka-roni-horn-explore-exhibitio-10
Tom Hunter: www.purdyhicks.com/display.php?aID=10
Karen Knorr: http://karenknorr.com/photography/belgravia/
Peter Mansell: www.weareoca.com/photography/peter-mansell/
Marc Rees: www.r-i-p-e.co.uk/
Jodi Taylor: www.weareoca.com/photography/photography-and-nostalgia/
[all websites accessed 23/05/18]

Submitting your work
Email or otherwise electronically transfer your photographs to your tutor in the following
format: 1500 pixels along the longest edge Adobe (1998) colour profile, RGB jpegs.
Include a digital contact sheet (no more than 36 thumbnails per page) of all the photographs
you shot for this assignment. (Read forward to Part Three, Project 1 for how to do this.)
Also send to your tutor a written analysis of your work of no more than 500 words. This should
contextualise your project by briefly outlining:
• your first impressions and initial response to the brief, and how your idea(s) developed
• which practitioners you looked at for inspiration and how their work influenced you during
the project
• your technical approach and any particular techniques you incorporated
• the strengths and weaknesses of particular photographs and your project as a whole (selfassessment)
• any thoughts on how you could develop this project in the future.
This should be either Microsoft Word, a Google Doc or PDF format, under 4 Mb in size.
If you’d prefer to submit a hard copy, you may post prints, no larger than A4, to your tutor
together with your contact sheet and written contextual analysis. Make sure your prints are
carefully labelled with your name, student number and the assignment number.
It’s important that you try to complete this assignment as soon as possible. Your tutor will
use your assignment to get a rough sense of your current level of technical, analytical and
creative skills. Whilst you should commit to the exercise and pursue an idea that interests you, it
primarily has a diagnostic purpose so don’t labour it.
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Reflection
The later assignments on this course ask you to check your work against the assessment criteria
listed in the introduction to this course guide before you send it to your tutor. You’ll get some
guidance on how to use the assessment criteria at the end of Part One, but have a go now, if
you wish, and make some notes in your learning log about how well you believe your work
meets each criterion.

Reworking your assignment
Following feedback from your tutor, you may wish to rework some of your assignment,
especially if you plan to submit your work for formal assessment. If you do this, make sure you
reflect on what you’ve done and why in your learning log.
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Photography 1

Part one
From that moment onwards…

Etienne Carjat, Monsieur Arnauldet, 1861
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‘From that moment onwards, our loathsome society rushed, like
Narcissus, to contemplate its trivial image on a metallic plate. A form
of lunacy, an extraordinary fanaticism took hold of these new sunworshippers.’
(Charles Baudelaire)
The first thing you need to do as you begin working through Photography 1: Expressing your
Vision is possibly the last thing you expected – set your camera to auto mode.
Depending on your camera, you may have a fully auto mode, a scene mode or a ‘programme’
mode, which gives the most options to adjust camera settings in auto. Compact cameras are
the most likely to rely on auto presets, whereas a professional DSLR is unlikely to have a fully
auto mode. Film cameras may also offer a range of auto and semi-auto modes, although it’s rare
to find an auto setting on a camera manufactured before the mid-1970s. Even if you’re using a
fully manual camera you’ll still be able to do most of the exercises in Part One.
But why would you want to use auto mode to learn about photography? Photographers
often avoid auto mode because they believe it limits creative choice. Arguably, though, that’s
exactly what makes auto mode the closest you can get with a digital camera to the origins of
photography. As early as 1829 Nicéphore Niépce (1765–1833) talked about ‘automatically fixing
by the action of light the image formed in the camera obscura’. In 1938, Louis Daguerre (1787–
1851) officially announced the invention of photography as ‘the spontaneous reproduction of
the images of nature’. At about the same time, scientist and scholar William Henry Fox Talbot
(1800–77) described the home he was photographing as ‘this building being the first that
was ever known to have drawn its own picture’.4 Even the title of the first photobook, The
Pencil of Nature, published by Fox Talbot between 1844 and 1846, seemed to imply that the
photographer didn’t actually make the photograph. It seems that the shocking thing about
photography at its very beginning was the way that the photograph ‘produced itself’.
For an extreme example of this (and perhaps to experience a similar a similar sense of shock as
some commentators in 1838) visit http://ccamera.org/.

For a fascinating account of the origins of photography see Batchen, G. (1997) Burning with
Desire: The Conception of Photography. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
4
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Project 1 The instrument
‘What is needed is a clear, deep and precise technical knowledge, and
then beyond that, how to turn all of these technical ideas into musical
ideas...’
(Alexander Shelley, conductor of the Nuremberg Symphony Orchestra)
If you were a photographer in 1928 and you decided to buy a Leica – the very first 35mm
camera – you could probably learn how to use it in half an hour. The manual only had 20
pages – including a full-page illustration of the Leitz factory in Wetzlar, Germany. On the other
hand, if you bought a Nikon D600 in 2012 you might decide to take a short course at your local
college rather than read the 368-page manual. The digital camera is a highly complex and
sophisticated tool and that’s part of the fun for many ‘amateur’ photographers who want to
lose themselves in the programme, looking for more and more possibilities only to find that it’s
apparently inexhaustible. Digital cameras today arguably belong to a class of objects described
as ‘hyperfunctional’:

‘In hyperfunctionality, the technological object is not practical, but
obsessional; not utilitarian, but functional (always in an abstract sense);
the object or gadget no longer serves the world, performing some
useful task – it serves us: our dreams, desires of what objects can and
should do.’
(Lane, R. (2008) p.114)
This highlights one of the problems that the technical side of photography can pose for a
student who wants to express something deeper with the camera. The masses of technical
information available in books and magazines can be daunting. You’ve probably noticed that
browsing through the websites and forums turns up lots of talk of ‘gear’ but little discussion of
actual photographs and even less of ideas. At the OCA we prefer to regard the camera as a tool
for expressing our ideas, but it’s a fascinating tool. In the first exercise we’ll look at just one of
the camera’s possibilities – its extraordinary sensitivity as a measuring device.
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Exercise 1.1 The Instrument
Take three or four exposures of the same scene. Don’t change anything on the camera and
keep the framing the same.
Preview the shots on the LCD screen. At first glance they look the same, but are they?
Perhaps a leaf moved with the wind, the light changed subtly, or the framing changed
almost imperceptibly to include one seemingly insignificant object and exclude another.
Time flows, the moment of each frame is different, and, as the saying has it, ‘you can’t step
into the same river twice’.
Now bring up the histogram on the preview screen. The histogram is a graphical
representation of exposure – the camera’s sensitivity to light. As you page through the
images you can see small variations in the histograms. Even though the pictures look
the same, the histogram data shows that in a matter of seconds the world changes, and
these subtle differences are recorded by the camera. If you refine the test conditions –
shooting on a tripod to fix the framing, moving indoors and closing the curtains to exclude
daylight – still the histogram changes. Probably some of the changes are within the camera
mechanism itself; still, the camera is a sensitive enough instrument to record them.
Add the sequence to your learning log with the time info from your camera’s shooting data
as your first images for Part One.
Exemplar: Stanislas Baron https://stanislasbaron.wordpress.com/2017/01/09/exercise-1-1/
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Project 2 Visual Skills
The first assessment criterion for visual arts courses at OCA is ‘Technical and visual skills’ which
includes compositional skills (see the assessment criteria at the end of Part One). Composition is
part of form and formal analysis will be a useful skill for your exercises and assignments as you
progress through the course.

‘Formalism: prioritisation of concern with form rather than content.
Focus on composition and the material nature of any specific medium.’
(Wells, 2009, p.347)
There are plenty of books on composition in photography but is it in fact possible to learn
composition, or do you just have a feel for it? For the American photographer Edward Weston
(1886–1958):

‘to consult rules of composition before making a picture is a little like
consulting the law of gravity before going for a walk’
(Weston, 1930, p.320).
While for the English critic John Berger:

‘Composition in the profound, formative sense of the word cannot enter
into photography’
(Berger, 1972)
Yet Harold Evans (b.1928), the legendary picture editor of the Sunday Times, stressed the
importance of technique:

‘In writing, the injunction is to have something to say and to say it well,
and in photography, similarly, the idea needs to be served by technique’
(Evans, 1997, p.88).
In practical terms, we can begin by simplifying composition to the fundamental elements of
point, line and frame.
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Exercise 1.2: Point
A point is the smallest graphical element, if you join many points together you make
a line. In mathematics, a point doesn’t have any weight at all, it indicates a place. So
compositionally, a point has to be small within the frame and its position is generally more
important than its form (see the example of the white polystyrene cup underneath the chair
below).

Take three or four photographs in which a single point is placed in different parts of the
frame. When composing the shots use these three rules: the place of the point shouldn’t
be too obvious (such as right in the middle), the composition should hold a tension and be
balanced (the golden section or rule of thirds) and the point should be easy to see. Evaluate
the shots according to these rules and select which one you think works best.
Then take a few more shots without any rules, just being aware of the relationship of the
point to the frame. Without the rules, how can you evaluate the shots? That will be a key
question throughout the whole degree programme.
Add the photographs to your learning log together with brief observations.
Exemplar: Madi Yessenberlin
https://ocamadi.wordpress.com/2015/11/04/project-2-visual-skills-exercise-1-2-point/
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Eugène Atget (1857–1927) was a pioneer of urban street photography in Paris at the turn of the
last century. His photographs contain a strong sense of depth. The feeling of depth is created
in several ways: the size of objects reduces into the distance; they fade as the amount of air
between the viewer and subject increases; and nearer objects overlap further ones. Parallel
lines converge as an effect of perspective, leading the eye into the distance. You can see all of
these effects in the image below. Depth gives a photograph its strong sense of illusionism; the
physical photograph itself appears to be transparent – you look through it at the world.

Exercise 1.3 Line
Take a number of shots using lines to create a sense of depth. Shooting with a wide- angle
lens (zooming out) strengthens a diagonal line by giving it more length within the frame.
The effect is dramatically accentuated if you choose a viewpoint close to the line.

Eugene Atget. Coin de quai Voltaire at rue de Nevres, 1926
When you discover the vertical line everything else is just framing.
Around the time Atget took the photograph above, two developments coincided to
challenge illusionism in photography. Although simple hand-held Kodak cameras had been
readily available since the late 1880s, it was the introduction of the 35mm Leica in 1924 that
finally freed photographers from the restrictions of a large and cumbersome plate camera
mounted on a tripod. And from recent developments in painting there came the sudden
recognition of the photograph as a flat surface.
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László Moholy-Nagy was a crucial figure for photography in the Bauhaus, the radical
German school of art and design. By the time it closed in 1933, having been successively
expelled from the cities of Weimar, Dessau and Berlin, the Bauhaus had made an indelible
stamp upon the future development of art, design and photography. It also became a ‘point
of origin’ for art schools, including the OCA. László Moholy-Nagy encouraged his students to
use the new 35mm camera technology together with a high viewpoint perpendicular to the
subject to create pictures with a flat, abstract quality.

László Moholy-Nagy, Boats, Marseille, 1927.
Now take a number of shots using lines to flatten the pictorial space. To avoid the effects of
perspective, the sensor/film plane should be parallel to the subject and you may like to try
a high viewpoint (i.e. looking down). Modern architecture offers strong lines and dynamic
diagonals, and zooming in can help to create simpler, more abstract compositions.
Review your shots from both parts of Exercise 1.3. How do the different lines relate to the
frame? There’s an important difference from the point exercises: a line can leave the frame.
For perpendicular lines this doesn’t seem to disrupt the composition too much, but for
perspective lines the eye travels quickly along the diagonal and straight out of the picture.
It feels uncomfortable because the eye seems to have no way back into the picture except
the point that it started from. So another ‘rule’ of photography is that ‘leading lines’ should
lead somewhere within the frame.
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Alan Larsen. Image reproduced by kind permission of the student.
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In The Photographer’s Eye, the influential American curator John Szarkowski (1925–2007)
identified’ the central act of photography’ as a decision about what to include and what to
reject, which,

‘forces a concentration on the picture edge...and on the shapes that are
created by it’
(Szarkowski, 2007, p.4).
In his essay ‘Photographs of America: Walker Evans’ in ‘Walker Evans American Photographs’
(2012) Lincoln Kirstein writes,

‘The most characteristic single feature of Evans’ work is its purity, or
even its puritanism. It is “straight” photography not only in technique
but in the rigorous directness of its way of looking. All through the
pictures in this book you will search in vain for an angle-shot. Every
object is regarded head-on with the unsparing frankness of a Russian
ikon or a Flemish portrait.
(2012, p198)
The original 1938 edition of American Photographs contained the following statement: THE
REPRODUCTIONS PRESENTED IN THIS BOOK ARE INTENDED TO BE LOOKED AT IN THEIR GIVEN
SEQUENCE. While there are plenty of images from ‘American Photographs’ available on the
web, to view the sequence and truly appreciate the transcendental quality of Evans’ framing
you probably need to find a copy of the book, which has recently been reprinted in a relatively
affordable edition by Tate Publishing.
For Victor Burgin (b. 1941), composition is ‘a device for retarding...recognition of the frame’
(Burgin, 1980, p.56). Looking back at some of your compositional exercises from earlier in Part
One, would you agree that in the less conventionally successful shots, there is the feeling of a
‘cropped view’ rather than a ‘transparent window to the world’?
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Alfred Stieglitz’s (1864–1946) cloudscapes, the Equivalents, illustrate Burgin’s point. They don’t
appear to be composed at all; instead they’re ‘equivalent’ in that any section of the sky would
seem to do as well as any other. Because there’s no sense of composition our eye is drawn to
the edges, to the frame. For its time, this sense of a cropped rather than a composed view made
the Equivalents feel uniquely photographic.

‘a naked function of the cut’ (Foster et al., 2004, p.147).
Alfred Stieglitz, Equivalent, 1929.
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Exercise 1.4 Frame
The final exercise of this project makes use of the viewfinder grid display of a digital camera.
This function projects a grid onto the viewfinder screen to help align vertical and horizontal
lines, such as the horizon or the edge of a building, with the edge of the frame. Please check
your camera manual (or Google search) for how to display the grid in your viewfinder. If
your camera doesn’t have a grid display, just imagine a simple division of the viewfinder
into four sections.

Madi Yessenberlin. By kind permission of the student
Take a good number of shots, composing each shot within a single section of the viewfinder
grid. Don’t bother about the rest of the frame! Use any combination of grid section, subject
and viewpoint you choose.
When you review the shots evaluate the whole frame not just the part you’ve composed.
Looking at a frame calmly and without hurry may eventually reveal a visual coalescence, a
‘gestalt’.
Gestalt: an organised whole perceived as more than a sum of its parts.
(Google Search using the define: operator)
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Select six or eight images that you feel work both individually and as a set and present them
as a single composite image. Add to your learning log together with technical information
such as camera settings and two or three lines containing your thoughts and observations.
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Project 3 Surface and depth
‘Photography investigates no deeper relief than surfaces. It is superficial,
in the first sense of the word; it studies the shape and skin of things, that
which can be seen.’
(Papageorge, 2011, p.14)

Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Daughter of the Dancers, 1933.
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At first glance the photograph above seems to contradict Tod Papageorge’s statement. The
woman might easily represent a photographer looking through the camera at something
deeper that can’t easily be seen. But in another way the statement does seem to be true: I am
not the woman and I can’t see into that dark interior; I am the viewer of photography looking at
surfaces.
Manuel Álvarez Bravo’s (1902–2002) photography has been called ‘a meditation on the nature
of vision’ (Folgarit, 2008, p.154), but as with Moholy-Nagy, it’s a photographic vision. The idea
that the nature of the medium should determine its aesthetics – in other words how it looks –
is called ‘medium specificity’. Leonard Folgarit gives an example of this in the way he analyses
Daughter of the Dancers:

‘This is about seeing and not seeing, about the hole in the wall acting as
a round lens letting light into a dark camera interior, about framing of
vision, oppositions of dark and light, the curiosity of looking into a dark
space, and about the figure caught between two objects that capture
her image, the hole – her face – and the camera – her body.’
(ibid.)
Folgarit imagines the Daughter as the subject of photography, but she could just as well be a
precariously balanced photographer, peering through the viewfinder.

Photograph: Robert Bloomfield
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Today, the question of surface and depth has to some extent been replaced by the debate
between the virtual nature of the digital screen image and the materiality of film and print. One
of the properties of a digital image is its ability to be stored, retrieved and transferred across
networks, and the file format of choice for photographers is the jpeg. The visual effects of jpeg
compression (the blocks of 8×8 pixels known as ‘jpeg artifacts’) are explored by Thomas Ruff in
his book jpegs. Although Ruff’s jpegs may seem to have little in common with Moholy-Nagy or
Álvarez Bravo, in fact it shares the idea of medium specificity. David Campany writes:

‘Ruff has done a great deal to introduce into photographic art what we
might call an ‘art of the pixel’, allowing us to contemplate at an aesthetic
and philosophical level the basic condition of the electronic image.’
Campany uses the word ‘aesthetic’ rather than ‘formal’ (if needed, please refresh the definition
of ‘formal’ at the beginning of Project 2). Although they’re similar there is a slight difference
between the two terms:

‘Aesthetic: Pertaining to the senses, and, by extension, to the
appreciation or criticism of beauty, or of art… [the] criteria primarily
include formal conventions (composition, tonal balance, and so on).’
(Wells, 2009, p.345)
In his review for his photoblog ‘Conscientious’, Jörg Colberg sees Ruff’s work as just aesthetic,
asking ‘what else is there?’ You can read both reviews using the weblinks below
[accessed 24/11/17]:
http://davidcampany.com/thomas-ruff-the-aesthetics-of-the-pixel/
http://jmcolberg.com/weblog/2009/04/review_jpegs_by_thomas_ruff/

Research point
Read the reviews by Campany and Colberg and, if you haven’t already done so, use them to
begin the Research section of your learning log. Try to pick out the key points made by each
writer. Write about 300 words.
If you wish, you could add a screengrab of an image from Ruff’s jpeg series, and one or two
of your own compressed jpegs (taken on auto mode of course). You can achieve the effect
quite easily by re-sizing a photograph to say, 180 x 270 pixels, and saving at ‘zero quality’
compression. If you use Photoshop’s ‘save for web’ you can see the effect immediately without
having to save, close and reopen the file.
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The Love Temple, Beijing.
By kind permission of OCA student Michael Green.

Interim feedback at the end of Part One
Email your tutor a link to your learning log for their comments on your progress through Part
One. This won’t take the form of a report but will be an informal email exchange between you
and your tutor. If you have a question about any particular section in your learning log it’s
always helpful to send a link to the specific page.
Tutor feedback may include references to the assessment criteria below. This is to give you a
marker as to how you’re progressing should you choose to submit your work for assessment at
the end of the course.
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