Creating Dynamic Images By Understanding the Subject
By Shelton Mueller
We raise the camera to our eye and take a picture. Why? What is it that has initiated this urge? If we don’t know why in each instance, our images cannot succeed. Shelton Muller explains the ways we can highlight the subject in
our photographs.
It is emotions that usually trigger photographs. These emotions themselves are triggered by the eye of the photographer. An image enters the mind and initiates the urge to create a photograph.


When these emotions are triggered by images that do not contain a direct emotional link to the photographer – i.e. family, friends, the human condition or some other emotional connection, they are often triggered by our innate tactile desires. These relate to shape, form, texture and even patterns. However, unlike human elements, they do not always present themselves as straightforwardly and the photographer has to examine why he is taking the photograph and what it is that he feels.

When this is understood, the process of creating a successful photograph can begin, because only then is the photographer aware of what elements within the frame need to be highlighted. Once that is known, an understanding of how this is done is also necessary. Let’s examine these aspects of your photographs and discuss the methods of using and highlighting them in your images.

Shape relates to the two-dimensional outline of an object and is often enough in itself to create an image. To accentuate shape the photographer needs to separate or highlight it in contrast to the background or other elements in the picture. By composing tightly, these other elements may even be best removed entirely.
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Form infers three-dimensional volume in a subject and is made apparent through lighting and the clever use of highlight and shadow. The photographer’s viewpoint and perspective are also necessary as slight changes in either can often enhance or detract from a subject’s implied form in a picture.
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Texture refers to the nature of the surface characteristics of an object and relates directly to the emotional and physical sensations given to us through touch.
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Pattern involves the repetition or recurrence of objects, colours and shapes within the frame.

Emphasising Shape 

Shape is a very familiar tool for the mind and is powerful in our photographs. The mind is capable of easily identifying an object, without even the benefit of form and colour. This is evident in that we often photograph silhouettes or outlines and understand that the viewer will readily identify the subject. The power of silhouettes is their simplicity and that they leave the mind to fill in the blanks.

There are a few effective ways of emphasizing shape in our photographs, provided of course that this is our decided course of action and the reason for the image. Silhouettes are effective for the above reason and are especially so when they are made to stand apart from the background. This is the key to emphasising shape and it can be accomplished in a few ways.

By using selective focusing and minimal depth of field, a shape can be differentiated from the background. Also, the use of contrasting colours is also effective. Imagine for instance a red balloon against a blue sky. It is a simple photograph, but one with enough reason to exist - simply because of the interplay between shape and colour.
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Implying Form 

Implying three dimensions on two is basically what this is all about. It is achieved by lighting and viewpoint, both of which affect how the shadows are seen. Shadows imply form and are thus the key to highlighting form. 

A classic example of this is the use of lighting in nude photography, an art that exists purely as a study in form and lighting.  The same is true of portraiture, in which lighting is used not only to compliment the features but also to imply form in a two dimensional image.

However, in our daily photography, even a simple landscape requires the photographer to study the nature of the lighting and the position of the shadows if his landscape images are to engage the viewer. Flat overhead lighting is never used by skilled landscape photographers for that very reason. Trees, rocks, mountains, hills – they all require the correct placement of highlight and shadow to achieve form. This is usually morning or late afternoon lighting when the sun is closer to the horizon and casts long, soft shadows. The softness of these shadows allows detail to remain while creating a distinction between them and the highlighted areas.
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Revealing Texture
Texture reveals a tangible reality to your images. To reveal the texture of an object is to make it real to the eyes and therefore the mind. Humans innately touch objects to connect with them. The sense of touch is a powerful emotional force and it is similarly powerful when it is implied in our photographs. 

Lighting is again the key to revealing texture. The light has to have the qualities to match the texture. Hard, straight lighting will not reveal the fuzziness of a peach. But harder lighting may be required to reveal the pores in the skin on an old man’s lined and weathered face. The angle of the light is also essential in revealing texture. Side and top lighting are usually the most effective for revealing texture because they cast visible shadows and imply texture. Frontal lighting is rarely effective as it throws shadows behind the subject and does not reveal the quality or nature of the surface.
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Using Patterns
The repetition of subjects has always interested us. It is found in our wallpaper, our curtains, and our clothing designs – in fact almost everywhere in our environment. Public speakers use the power of verbal repetition to make hearers remember. The same power can be employed in our photographs. Used in conjunction with the photographer’s viewpoint and perspective, patterns can also create the vital third dimension in our two dimensional arena. 

The most powerful patterns are those that consume the entire frame, thus implying their perpetuity. If the frame reveals the end of the pattern, it weakens its impact on the viewer.

These four elements - shape, form, texture and pattern - can be used in conjunction with each other or entirely on their own. But the photographer must understand the value of each if they are to be used successfully as the reason for a photograph. They are very powerful tools for creating dynamic images and each of them is reason enough for you to raise your camera and click.

Shelton Muller is the editor of Better Pictures magazine, available from your local Camera House store.

He can be contacted at shelton@total-image.com.au 










