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A Tennis Shorts Hanging
While lying in bed reading, | couldn’t help
notice the lines and tonalities made by the
clothing casually hanging in the corner. No
subject is too mundane to at least see if it
could make an interesting image.

the more interesting pit scene or photographs
of fathers taking sons to their first race. After
all, do we really need more pictures of fast
cars?

We may be visiting a stream and canyon,
and we are so fixed on those two items that
we neglect to notice a lovely rock wall detail,
those wildflowers clinging to existence half-
way up the cliff, or the leaves circling that
backwater.

A better strategy is to anticipate possible
images before we go, but upon arriving, stop
and take inventory. What is there besides the
obvious and expected? This will likely require
exploring the scene, or at the very least having
a good look around.

This first inventory is object oriented, but do
a second inventory of shapes, tones, patterns,
and lines. Consider relationships and repeated
themes.

Go ahead and get the preconceived shot
out of the way. After all, we would look pretty
stupid if, while looking for other things, we
missed the opportunity of getting what we
originally came for as the sun moved out of
range. But, once our planned shot is in the
bag, we can go back to our inventory to see

what else the scene might have to offer.

Finding Inspiration—Interest Comes
First

I think that “trying hard” is probably the worst
thing you can do as a photographer. I don’t
mean you shouldn’t be careful, but rather that
the harder you look for a good photograph,
the less likely it is you will find one.

This of course leaves you with the thought,
“So, how the hell do I take good photographs if
I'm not supposed to go looking for one?”



What if, instead of hunting for great images,
you were to go out looking for things that
interest you? I didn’t look for an interesting
image in my bedroom; I simply observed that
the shorts hanging there made an interesting
pattern, and THEN wondered if it might make
an interesting photograph despite being such
an ordinary subject. The point is THE INTER-
EST COMES FIRST.

When [ photographed ADM Flour Mill, the
patterns made by the cracks in the concrete
caught my interest and then the question was
asked, “Could that make a good photograph?”

Imagine your English professor assigning
an essay on a particular topic about which you
have absolutely no interest. It’s possible to do
the assignment, but the chances of creating a
work of art in the essay has to be considered
slim at best. On the other hand, for a subject
that you feel very strongly about, you might
write an essay whether or not anyone asks you
to; whether or not you will receive credit for it;
or whether or not you will be paid for it.

Mind you, you could easily argue that unless
[ am quite odd (which is entirely possible), I
wouldn’t have an interest in underwear (other
than to find a clean pair), therefore the inter-
est cannot have preceded the photograph.
However, even with underwear, it was a sim-
ple observation that clothes dumped random-
ly on the floor or casually hung up sometimes
create interesting patterns. [ looked at those
patterns for most of my life before deciding to
photograph them.

What I'm trying to say is that the interest
usually precedes the finding of the photo-
graph, and that what we should be looking for
isnot the photographable but the interesting,
and I don’t think they are the same thing at
all.

Finding Images

What if the very thing you are interested
in is the process of taking photographs? It’s
all very well if you are a hiker or a Sierra Club
member, but what about the guy or gal who
just enjoys mucking about with cameras? Are
they to be discounted, doomed never to make
a great photograph?

I began by suggesting that you have to be
excited about the subject matter; that if you
have no emotional response to your subject,
how can anyone else have an emotional re-

sponse to your photograph?
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A Underwear Left
Lying

Now we're really
pushing the bottom
of the barrel for an
image, but | couldn’t
resist that lovely
curve and those
shadows on the floor.
The image pleases
me. | don't have to
show it to the world,
though | guess | just
did!
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A Pipes and Valves
I love the challenge
of taking a large,
complex subject,
such as this sulfur
scrubbing plant,
and finding parts
that form patterns,
shapes, lines, and
textures which
please.This is art,
not a technical
illustration.
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For example, can someone who thinks foot-
ball is boring still take a great football picture?
Can a photographer who is assigned to photo-
graph a boxing match and who is disgusted by
the whole thing still manage to make a photo-
graph that shows the excitement of the sport?

Was Edward Weston obsessed with dead pel-
icans? I highly doubt it. What Edward Weston
was excited about was shapes, curves, and
tones. He didn’t care a whit where he found
shapes that excited him—whether a pepper
in a funnel or a toilet shot from the floor—it
didn’t matter as long as it had the “light”. Hell,
we don’t know if Edward Weston even liked to
eat peppers!

If we take the same argument to the world
of painting, we can ask if Rembrandt was ob-
sessed with rich burghers of Ghent, or was he
obsessed with light and composition and con-
veying facial expressions?

Was Andy Warhol obsessed with Campbell’s
tomato soup? Probably not.

What about Arnold Newman, the late great
portrait photographer? Did he emotionally re-
act to each of his sitters equally? Surely, some
subjects didn’t interest him and it became an
intellectual exercise to make a great portrait of
arather ordinary person.

I like photographing weathered industrial
subjects. 'm not an engineer, I don’t tinker
with old cars, nor is my backyard garden lit-
tered with odd bits of machinery. I like old
machinery because it photographs well, not
because of some obsession I have about the
past. I'm happy to photograph modern struc-
tures if they have the right tones and textures,
e.g., my parking garage series. I do park my
car, but [ am not obsessed with parking struc-
tures.

These examples would suggest that interest
in the subject matter is not, in fact, essential
for a good photograph. Shouldn’t that mean
that I can simply point my camera at anything,
and as long as it’s possible to place it in an in-
teresting composition a great photograph will
ensue? If only that were the case!

Some subject matter excites us or challenges
us due to its photographic characteristics,
which has absolutely nothing to do with who
or what is being photographed. When Ed-
ward Weston photographed José Clemente
Orozco in 1930, what made the photograph
interesting and challenging were the coke-
bottle-bottom glasses the sitter was wearing,
distorting the eyes and providing interesting

highlights. One could imagine Weston making



the portrait even if the sitter had been his
garage mechanic’s unemployed ex-brother-in-
law, instead of a famous writer.

But what does this mean to you and your
photography? For a start, you can be excused
for not having a passionate interest in your
subject matter and you can still make great
photographs; remember the pepper! It still
means you need to be involved with your
subject, just not necessarily for the obvi-
ous reasons. Your interest may come from

the tonalities that will photograph well, the
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wonderful shapes, perhaps because of its odd-
ity (think Diane Arbus), or simply because you
know it’s something most of us would walk by
without a second glance, and you would like
the opportunity to show us what we missed.
Whether fascinated with the subject directly
or only for its photographic possibilities, the
interest still comes first. Only then can you

start hunting for great images.
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<« Parking Spiral
Even ugly subjects
can be made
interesting if not
actually beautiful. It
might be easier to
think of words like
character, history,
noble, enduring. You
are showing what
other people don't
notice—in this case
the yellow line and
the tire marks in the
driveway.



