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  Introduction


Welcome to the exciting world of street photography! When I decided to write this book, my original idea was that it could be used like a deck of flash cards: Pick a card and go out with your camera. This gives you 75 days of photo adventures, 75 reasons to go out, and 75 ways to learn and have fun.


If this genre of photography is new to you, then you may want to start with the first assignment and work your way through them from there. If you’ve been doing this for a while, I’d recommend you close your eyes and choose a page at random. These exercises are meant to be fun. No boring technical mumbo jumbo here—you can get plenty of that in other photography books.


It is important that you keep in mind that, regardless of the camera you use, it has no vision. The success of the photograph is 100 percent up to you and you alone. Thus, making decisions before you press the shutter is very important. Taking control of your gear is the key to a successful photograph, but the technical part of photography is also the easiest part. Vision is what differentiates the storyteller from the average photographer.


Each assignment in this book includes some examples from my own collection. These are meant to help illustrate a technique or a notion I describe. I encourage you to find your own way of seeing. Remember that if you go out with someone else’s photograph in the back of your mind, it remains just that: Someone else’s photograph. The goal is to give you the tools to think outside the box and find your own vision. Forget about perfection. Street photography is so much more than that: It’s an emotion. When it comes down to it, there is only one person you need to please with your photography, and that is you. You have the privilege to shoot for yourself, not for a client, not for the social media likes. It doesn’t get much better than that!


From photographing street performers to playing with light or shooting at night, the resulting photograph is all about the decisions you make. These could include making images color or black and white, paying attention to gestures, finding humor, looking for juxtapositions, interconnections among subjects, reflections, and so forth. The exercises in this book follow a natural progression, and the last few will invite you to apply all the learning from the earlier exercises and take you on a theme adventure.


I hope you put a lot of miles on your most comfortable shoes with Street Photography Assignments: 75 Reasons to Hit the Streets and Learn.







  

Assignments










  ASSIGNMENT 1


Street Performers


ASSIGNMENT


Hit the streets of any city with the goal of photographing buskers—musicians, dancers, human statues, jugglers, puppeteers, and poets.


TECHNIQUE


This assignment is ideal if you are introverted and the simple notion of photographing strangers on the streets terrifies you. Street performers are there to be seen, and they are easy subjects to photograph. Generally, they are not moving around much and they will most likely not have any objections to you taking your time to photograph them. Just remember that they are performing to make a living, so be generous and tip them before you start shooting.


It is good practice to work with different light situations or to “dance around your subject” in order to remove distracting elements from your frame. A simple step to the left or to the right may avoid the appearance of something sticking out of your subject’s ear, for example. With buskers, you have the luxury of time, which you rarely have in other candid street situations. It’s also a great time to take a series of photographs and tell the story with wide, medium, and detail shots. So, for this exercise, be generous and take your time to work it until you get the shot!


[image: image]


The Berlin Guitarist / Berlin, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/200 sec., ISO 2500


[image: image]


The Hand of the Violinist / Paris, 2018


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/1100 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 2


Street Portrait


ASSIGNMENT


Once you have practiced your skills on a street performer, it is time to photograph a stranger on the streets. It is not necessary to have a conversation with the stranger, as long as he or she knows that you are making a portrait of them. Most of the time, the interaction is a simple nod and a smile, while other times you part ways as new friends!


TECHNIQUE


First of all, if you’re shy, I recommend you practice talking with strangers without your camera. Make small talk at the coffee shop or the bakery. Comment on the weather, compliment someone for their cool glasses, or ask to pet their dog. There is a big step between making small talk and asking a stranger to take a picture of them, but the first step is necessary to achieve the second. I recommend you do this for a few days before you gather the courage to bring out the camera. People with dogs are your easiest target. Start by complimenting the dog and taking pictures at their level, then work your way up and ask to make a portrait of the person and their beloved pet. Very few people will say no. People are very proud of their pets and love the attention. Another easy subject will be anyone with lots of tattoos, body piercings, or wild-colored hairdos. Obviously they like to be noticed, and they will love the attention from a photographer. If the person does not want to be photographed, then thank them and move on. There will be plenty of other people who will.


Once you have a willing subject, it is your responsibility to make the best possible portrait of them. Don’t hesitate to ask them to move a few feet to be in a better light or in front of a better backdrop. Also, stay calm and make sure you take several pictures before you part ways. It is quite common that a new photographer will be so nervous by the whole experience that they grab one quick shot and say goodbye, only to discover later that the one frame wasn’t even sharp or properly composed. Don’t forget that they are giving you the gift of their time, and it is your responsibility to make the best possible picture.


TIP


Carry some business cards to hand out. If I have a conversation with a subject, I always offer to send them the picture I just took. It’s the least I can do after they gave me their time. I also find that it is best to offer your information than to ask for theirs. Your business card can be quite generic with your name and email address only. There are times when we exchange Instagram accounts on the spot too, and they can message me that way.


[image: image]


Fashion Statement / NYC, 2016


Some people definitely love to draw attention and usually love a compliment. I photographed this beautiful woman while waiting to cross the street in New York City. The situation didn’t require any other interaction than a smile.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/125 sec., ISO 640







  ASSIGNMENT 3


Environmental Portrait


ASSIGNMENT


Think of this exercise as a portrait with a visual story. The subject can be portrayed in his/her place of work, for example.


TECHNIQUE


The technique is similar to the previous exercise, but you will pay more attention to the environment around the subject. The resulting photograph should contain a clear sense of place to the viewer. Is it the portrait of a hot dog vendor? The cart should be visible and part of the story. Is it a gardener? A close-up of the person will not tell us anything about what they do, so make sure you shoot a bit wider and show the environment, including details such as tools.


This exercise could lead to a wonderful project on “people at work” in your city. If you decide to go the project route, be sure to make some decisions for consistency. Will the photos be in color or black and white? Which focal length will you use for each portrait? I recommend a wide lens such as 35mm to allow for more information around the subject without the shot feeling disconnected.


[image: image]


Havana Encounter / Havana, 2018


This nice woman was doing the dishes outside her kitchen. She greeted me with a smile and I asked to take her picture.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2, 1/200 sec., ISO 500







  ASSIGNMENT 4


Street Portrait with a Story


ASSIGNMENT


Now it’s time to step up your game and make a deeper connection with your subject. Engage them in a brief conversation.


TECHNIQUE


The technique is similar to the previous assignment, but be prepared to exchange a few words with your subject before photographing them. At the very least, find out what their name is. It’s quite easy to find a topic of conversation. It can simply be about an item of clothing or the story of a particular tattoo. It is very common for photographers to turn these portraits into series by asking the subject a specific question consistently. What is your dream job? If you were given a million dollars, what would you do first? If you could go anywhere right now, where would it be?


TIP


When I have a conversation with a stranger, I always take a few notes on my phone or do a quick voice recording. I do this immediately after the encounter in order to remember some of the details, including the name of the person, their dog’s name, or where they are from.


[image: image]


Studley / NYC, 2019


I met Studley the dentist in a small and colorful alley in New York City. I was admiring the graffiti on the brick wall when I saw this really nice-looking gentleman. I smiled and said, “You look so cool, I bet you’re an artist!” He replied, “Yes, I’m a dentist.” We talked for a little while and I asked if I could take a picture of him in front of the colorful backdrop. He gave me a beautiful smile, et voilà!


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/200 sec., ISO 1250







  ASSIGNMENT 5


Photographing Children


ASSIGNMENT


For this assignment, you may have to get out of your comfort zone. Your goal is to capture a candid photograph of a child.


TECHNIQUE


Photographing children is easier in some countries than others. The first thing you need to consider is the culture and customs of the country you’re visiting. Generally speaking, parents are quite open about having their children photographed in the United States, for example. France is a different story, however, and photographing children in a public place will have to be done with a lot more subtlety. Very often the photograph of a child can be achieved very beautifully without revealing his or her identity. I often prefer that method when I’m out shooting and I see a special moment worthy of a photograph. Even then, if the parent is present and sees you, it is best to ask for permission to photograph their child. A simple nod while showing your camera will be clear in most countries. You can also tell the parent that you’re photographing the child in a way that will not disclose their face. As long as the child is not aware and doesn’t change what he or she is doing, the moment will remain very candid. Every situation is unique and requires a decision on the spot. Common sense is all you need.


TIP


Never try to convince a parent who doesn’t want their child to be photographed. Even if you are in your rights to photograph a child in public, a parent’s right to object should always prevail!


If you are really shy about photographing children in public, then try the portrait approach instead. Once the parent gives you the permission, you can relax and take some lovely images to share with them later.
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Summertime in Paris / Paris, 2019


When I saw this little girl by the fountain at St. Sulpice, I immediately noticed the sunlight through her hair. I saw her dad nearby and pointed my camera. He nodded and smiled. I took the shot.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4.5, 1/1100 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


After the Fair / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2016


A portrait is often easier to capture. This little girl was playing with her brother late at night at the Minnesota State Fair. Her brother’s toy lightsaber was illuminating her face. When I saw this, I simply asked the mom if I could take a picture.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/2.8, 1/25 sec., ISO 6400







  ASSIGNMENT 6


Eye Contact


ASSIGNMENT


Set out with the intent of capturing spontaneous eye contact with your subject.


TECHNIQUE


This one will be a little tricky. Please do not try to provoke eye contact by being the annoying “in-your-face” photographer. Always put yourself in the shoes of the subject. The eye contact will happen naturally. The difficulty is in not missing the opportunity when it happens organically. Many times the photographer will freeze or leave immediately and miss the shot. Stay calm. Most likely the subject won’t know for sure that they were photographed. And if they approach you, simply tell them what you are doing: Documenting the beauty of everyday life on the streets of. . . .


TIP


Avoid confrontation at all costs! If a person is angry that you photographed them, stay calm. If an explanation is not enough, try to appease them with a smile and leave quietly. If they request you delete the photograph, it’s up to you to oblige or not. Ask yourself this simple question: Will I feel good about that picture later knowing that it was such a bad experience for the subject? If deleting the photo is what it takes to settle the situation, that may be the best option. And, if this was the shot of a lifetime and you are indeed in your legal rights, remember that the file is still on the card and can be retrieved as long as it hasn’t been formatted.


[image: image]


Eye Contact in Brussels / Brussels, 2016


I was working on a series of shots featuring book readers. This young man noticed me but quickly returned to what he was doing. No questions asked. I walked away without any interaction. This photograph, otherwise quite boring, is stronger because of the eye contact.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.5, 1/140 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 7


Creative Self-Portraits


ASSIGNMENT


You are your most available subject! Let your creativity soar and make a self-portrait.


TECHNIQUE


This assignment is really open. You may decide to stage a scene and set your camera on a tripod with a timer, use the double exposure setting on your camera, or find some reflective surfaces. I invite you to search the internet for some really creative self-portrait series for inspiration. You’ll be amazed and inspired by some of the work that has been produced in recent years.


[image: image]


Just Me / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2016


I’ve had an ongoing Mirrored Me project for several years. It doesn’t require any setup or planning. I approach it as I would street photography. I catch a glimpse of an interesting reflection or framing, and then I click the shutter.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/5.6, 1/160 sec., ISO 6400







  ASSIGNMENT 8


Silhouettes


ASSIGNMENT


The moment you see light, your camera becomes a magic wand. For this assignment, your mission is to capture an amazing silhouette. The technical part of the silhouette is the easy part. To make a successful silhouette, though, you have to be extremely discerning in the choice of location and subject.


TECHNIQUE


The success of the image depends on the photographer’s ability to make quick decisions and even faster adjustments. It is important to know your camera dials well and use shortcuts when necessary. Focusing can be difficult. You can spot meter for the highlights and manually focus on your subject. Or, if you shoot in aperture priority mode, set your camera to a small aperture to allow for a large depth of field, and most of the scene will be in focus (f/5.6 for a crop sensor camera or f/8 for a full frame should do the trick). Ideally your camera will be in spot metering mode so that you meter on the highlights. I tend to keep my camera on average or matrix metering and turn the exposure compensation dial down by 1/3-stop increments as necessary because it is much faster than switching to spot metering in the moment when I see a silhouette situation.


I’m also not against blowing out the highlights. Blown highlights have two advantages: They remove distractions behind your subject and give your photograph a more dramatic effect. Photographing from a low angle will give you the best chances on the streets because your subject will stand out against the bright sky and not disappear against the dark background of the streets.


Now that you know the basic technique to shoot the silhouette, the most important piece of the equation is to be able to seek potentially strong subjects. Visually separating body parts is important; you should be able to recognize the shape right away. It is easier to photograph a single subject than a group. If there are several people involved, it is important to have separation between them and minimal overlap. If the subject is facing you or their back is turned to you, there should be space between the arms and the body, and the legs should be in a graceful position. If you’re photographing a person looking sideways, it is best if the facial features are defined. Small details will make a really big difference in the success of the photograph.


TIP


It is important to note that obstructions behind silhouettes are just as distracting as anything placed in front of the subject. You would not photograph a subject standing behind a post, would you? Remember that in a silhouette, the post will get just as much in the way if it is behind the subject.


[image: image]


In the Window Light / Minneapolis, 2020


Facial features should be visible when photographing a subject from the side.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/750 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Now Boarding / CDG, Paris, 2014


Avoid distraction in front of and behind the subject!


Fujifilm X-T1, 50mm, f/4.5, 1/2500 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Fun on the Ramp / Paris, 2013


Multiple subjects should not overlap.


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/4, 1/2000 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 9


Silhouettes with Sunburst


ASSIGNMENT


Ready for an extra challenge? Now that you practiced capturing amazing silhouettes, it’s time to add an element of difficulty that will also create a “wow” effect in your photograph. Let’s capture an amazing silhouette combined with a well-executed sunburst effect.


TECHNIQUE


First, let’s practice the sunburst effect. There is no need for a filter! You will achieve a star effect by setting your camera to a smaller aperture (f/11 or f/16 should do the trick) and position yourself so the sun is partially obstructed by a post, building, or tree. You will see the delineation between shadow and light on the ground—this is exactly where you need to stand. You only want a tiny bit of sun coming through to create the star effect, which you can see on your LCD.


Practicing the technique first will help you master it before you tackle the challenging part: Combining it with a strong subject at the right moment. It is a juggling act but it is rewarding when it results in a successful photograph.


[image: image]


Marianne / Paris, 2020


Place de la République. Practice the sunburst effect first.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/16, 1/250 sec., ISO 160


[image: image]


Sunburst on Ile St. Louis / Paris, 2017


When your subject is moving, you need to work quickly and carefully. I was on Ile St. Louis in Paris when I saw this gentleman coming toward me. I could not move since my sunburst was already set in my composition. I just had to pick the right moment to click the shutter. Here, the hat, the separation between his arm and his body, the stepping onto the curb, and the additional two subjects in the background all worked to make this photograph successful.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/16, 1/400 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 10


Rim Light


ASSIGNMENT


In a similar situation as the perfect silhouette, your goal is to now try and capture someone backlit in front of a dark background. Only the rim light around your subject will define the shape. If done well, this can create quite a dramatic photograph.


TECHNIQUE


We saw earlier that in order for your silhouette to really stand out, it is best to shoot from a low angle so that you capture the most sky behind your subject as possible. There are times when this will not be possible. For example, you may be in a covered passageway with lots of light coming in at the end but unable to isolate the human form in the opening. In situations like this, the subject being backlit against a dark background will only stand out with the beautiful rim light that outlines their features. Sometimes the rim light will only be partial, when just one side of the body will be defined. These shots are usually stronger in black and white. The settings on your camera will be similar to capturing silhouettes. You will often need to dial the exposure compensation down a few stops to keep the darks really dark. Don’t be afraid to experiment!


[image: image]


Rim Light at the Fair / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2016


Against the background, my subject stands out only thanks to the rim light defining her contours.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/4, 1/850 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 11


Shadows


ASSIGNMENT


Bright and sunny outside? Excellent! Grab that camera and go chase some shadows.


TECHNIQUE


When landscape photographers put the camera down, the street photographer will keep on shooting. Strong shadows are always welcome on the street. A high sun will cast strong shadows on the subject’s face. Morning or evening sun will create long shadows that often create a life of their own with a large shape that is almost removed from the original subject. Shadows from trees and buildings can also complement your composition with added elements of interest. But beware, the most common mistake when photographing long shadows is to inadvertently forget about your own shadow. Nothing will ruin a shot more than the photographer’s shadow in the composition.


To experiment with shadows, find a really good spot and wait for a particularly interesting passerby. Just like with silhouettes, separation is important, as well as elements of interest, such as hats or dogs on a leash. From a technical standpoint, shadows are really easy. Give yourself enough depth of field, such as f/5.6, and play with your exposure compensation. It is important to keep the shadows really dark.


TIP


Depending on the time of day, find some different vantage points. Look for the unexpected. This is the time to experiment and have fun!


[image: image]


The Runaway Shadow / Paris, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/1400 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Leaning with the Shadows / Paris, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/750 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


The Hour of the Long Shadows / Paris, 2020


A bicyclist’s shadow at Place de La République.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/8, 1/680 sec., ISO 160







  ASSIGNMENT 12


Shafts of Light


ASSIGNMENT


Another sunny day? Great! Now let’s experiment with a second fun way to play with light on the streets.


TECHNIQUE


Once again, this exercise is more about vision and discernment than technical skills. But isn’t that what street photography is all about? Cities with tall buildings are perfect for this type of exercise. You will often see those occasional, narrow shafts of light on the sidewalk. It can also be the low sunlight coming through a passageway. Once you find a shaft of light, know that the quality and quantity of light will often shift quite rapidly and eventually disappear. Start adjusting your position with the first subject that walks by. Will the full person be in the light or maybe just their head or their legs? Determine if there is enough foot traffic but not too much. What type of subject do you envision working the best?


Camera settings are simple: Just give yourself enough depth of field. Because you’re focusing on a bright spot, your shutter speed should have no problem remaining quite fast to freeze your subject. You may want to play with your exposure compensation and stop it down to keep the shadows deep and dark. Of course, this can be done in post-processing, but why not get the final result in camera as much as possible? It’s the best way to learn.


[image: image]


Roman Light / Rome, 2016


The shaft of light was very narrow, but the Italian woman walked through it and, as a bonus, she made eye contact.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 800







  ASSIGNMENT 13


Golden Hour


ASSIGNMENT


The golden hour is also a great time to photograph life on the streets.


TECHNIQUE


Typically, the golden hour is the first hour after the sun rises and the last hour before the sun sets. During that time the light is naturally warm. But the window of time varies with the seasons and your geographic location. If you’re heading out to photograph during this time of day, it is important that you plan ahead. You want to be at the chosen location a few minutes early. It is the perfect time to capture all sorts of situations on the streets. Shooting into the light, capturing a sunburst or long shadows, working with rim light, front lighting your subject—there are so many opportunities. And don’t be afraid of sun flares! I always use average metering but some prefer spot metering in order to avoid blowing out highlights. I find that using exposure compensation works just as well. White balance can be tricky with some cameras, and you may want to adjust it for “golden hour.” As far as I’m concerned, I’ve never had a problem with auto white balance.


I often say that there is no bad light in photography. Rather, there is easy light and there is difficult light. The golden hour is definitely an easier light to work with than midday sun. It’s all about making the light work for you. In my opinion, the golden hour is easier light because it is more forgiving in the sense that it can make almost anyone look good. You can also convey the golden hour in black and white photography just by the quality of light and the angle of the sun rendered in the photograph.


[image: image]


Golden Hour in Normandy / Cabourg, France, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/550 sec., ISO 200


Don’t be blinded by the light in the sense that it is so beautiful you think that anyone entering your frame will work and make a great photograph. Subjects who are off step or wearing bulky backpacks are still not going to make a very strong photograph in the end. Don’t waste that beautiful light on a mediocre subject; that would be a crime.


TIP


A photographer can do their best work in cities they know well because they know the best spots and the best times to be there. Also, when you have the luxury to be able to come back to a place, you are more likely to be more discerning with your shots.


[image: image]


Together in Paris / Paris, 2012


The quality and the angle of the light during the golden hour is obvious in black and white photography as well.


Canon 5D Mk II, 70mm, f/5.6, 1/200 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 14


Blue Hour


ASSIGNMENT


Did you miss the golden hour? You’re in luck. One of my favorite times to photograph is the blue hour!


TECHNIQUE


The blue hour is also known as twilight. It does not last an hour, but it is the time just before sunrise and just after sunset. It’s appropriately named because everything around you actually turns a cool shade of blue. Because this is happening before or after the sun sets, forget about shadows, sunbursts, or rim light. You will, however, have to worry about stabilizing your camera or holding it really still if you shoot handheld.


If your camera is steady, it’s a good time to capture long exposure shots of people and vehicles going by. Refer to Assignment 17: The Street at Night on page 46 for additional tips.


TIP


Remember that motion blur works best when the background is absolutely sharp.


[image: image]


World Champions! / Cabourg, France, 2018


It was the night France won the Soccer World Cup. Everyone was a champion that day!


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/125 sec., ISO 2000







  ASSIGNMENT 15


From Shadows into Light


ASSIGNMENT


Find a spot on the street or sidewalk where there is a distinct, harsh line between shadow and light. Make sure you position yourself in a way that your own shadow doesn’t get in the shot.


TECHNIQUE


This exercise works best when your subject is coming from the shadows and stepping into the light, and even better when you keep the shadows really dark to create more mystery. The reverse effect of a subject stepping into the deep shadows will also convey a story and will be easier to capture. Once you find a great spot, on a sidewalk or under a bridge, pay attention to the line, whether it is straight or at an angle. This will make a difference when you press the shutter.


The best way to determine the “decisive moment” is to do some test shots on the first passersby available. The photograph can be quite strong if you capture a good subject in the correct stepping motion and the face is illuminated while the rest of the body is still in the deep shadows. You can’t beat the satisfaction of capturing the right moment in a single frame, so I encourage you to practice this technique regularly. If you are in front of an amazing backdrop and you know you’ll never be back, please use burst mode and give yourself the best chance for success! Use the exposure compensation feature on your camera to deepen your shadows. Yes, this can be done in post-processing, but try to get it as close as possible in camera. Look at it as part of the assignment: Making creative decisions and applying them before you press the shutter. Unless you want to capture the golden hour, this type of high-contrast imagery is usually stronger in black and white than in color.


[image: image]


Vintage Paris / Paris, 2019


I saw this very French car (a Citroën DS) under a bridge in Paris where I had never seen a car before. There was no one in it. I assumed the owners were sightseeing and I decided to wait a few minutes. Sure enough, a few minutes later two couples got back in the car and started driving. I made the creative decision to only capture the front passengers and keep the back seat in deep shadow. By using exposure compensation I didn’t have to do much in post-processing but deepen the shadows even more.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/1800 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Stepping into the Light / Cabourg, France, 2019


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 23mm, f/4, 1/2700 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Stepping into Shadows / Rome, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/550 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 16


Bokeh


ASSIGNMENT


Open that aperture and get some sweet bokeh. The term “bokeh” comes from the Japanese “boke,” which means blur. Bokeh refers to the way the lens reproduces out-of-focus points of light. But the term is used in a broader sense and does not only apply to points of light. It usually implies a shallow depth of field that makes the subject stand out from the background. The background then becomes an aesthetically pleasing blur, or bokeh.


TECHNIQUE


In general, it is preferred to have context and a sense of place in the background when you shoot street photography. But capturing beautiful bokeh can also be very satisfying. For this assignment I recommend you use the technique with actual points of light in the background, such as city lights. You will set your camera to the largest aperture possible, meaning a small number. Put the ISO and shutter speed on auto and you will be surprised at how much light the city actually gives you. This technique may be done in the evening or at night. The same effect will also work indoors. You can choose to apply the technique in a candid situation. For practice, you can also ask a stranger to pose for a street portrait. Pay close attention to the lights behind your subject. One thing you need to keep in mind is that the technique should only be applied if it strengthens your composition, rather than taking away from it. Also, don’t worry if you can’t seem to capture bokeh with your lens or on the first try. With practice, it is a technique that will produce high-quality images.


[image: image]


Soho by Night / NYC, 2016


This nice young man posed for a street portrait in New York. The bokeh of the city lights added a nice touch to the photograph.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/80 sec., ISO 6400







  ASSIGNMENT 17


The Street at Night


ASSIGNMENT


It’s time to take your camera out after dark and capture the mystery of the night.


TECHNIQUE


One of the best times to photograph life on the streets is after dark. Usually the time after blue hour, before it becomes pitch dark, is the most uninspiring time to be out on the streets. That’s usually when photographers refuel before the evening’s adventures. Later, when the city lights come on, this is when the magic happens! It is also the time when my camera is set to automatically capture images in black and white. If shooting in color, the different light sources will create a white balance nightmare and often result in a yellowish tint in your photographs. Also, noisy pictures shot at a high ISO look a lot better and moodier in black and white.


TIP


Don’t worry about your ISO or your shutter speed. Don’t worry about noise or blur. Never forget the words of Henri Cartier-Bresson: “Sharpness is a bourgeois concept.”


Make use of light sources of all kinds, like shop windows, car headlights, streetlights, mobile screen lights, and so forth. You will be surprised at how much light you can use from most sources and your ISO may not be as high as you may think. One thing for sure is that you will not be able to freeze motion with every shot. And that’s wonderful! As long as your background is sharp, a subject coming through your frame in motion blur can make a beautiful photograph.


A common mistake I see is to try to bring out too much detail in the shadows in post-processing. It kills the mood. Let the deep shadows fall where they should, and embrace the high contrast of the city lights. I usually shoot in average metering at nighttime and often bring my exposure compensation down so that I keep my shadows really dark and deep.


[image: image]


New York by Night / NYC, 2017


Making good use of the car lights to create a mood.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2, 1/90 sec., ISO 6400


[image: image]


Paris by Night / Paris, 2015


Water on the streets will add another element of interest to your night street photography.


Fujifilm X-T1, 35mm, f/1.4, 1/60 sec., ISO 2500







  ASSIGNMENT 18


The Correct Step


ASSIGNMENT


Let’s correct the most common mistake when photographing people walking. No more awkward steps that ruin the aesthetic of your photograph. Learn to see and capture your subject in a dynamic step.


TECHNIQUE


First of all, you need to recognize the best stepping motion. Go into burst mode and look at the resulting photographs of the same subject walking across your frame. Regardless of how interesting or uninteresting the subject may be, one or two frames should stand out from the rest. In some of them, the subject may have an awkward position, a bit like a flamingo with a leg up. Now look at the ones where the stepping is more dynamic, in stride and possibly with a little separation between the heel and the ground. That is the correct step that I am talking about. It’s best if you are able to capture the correct step in a single frame. It will be a lot more satisfying for you, the photographer. Practice counting each step as you watch the subject enter your frame. One . . . two . . . click! Unless it’s a child running and skipping, most people keep the same stride and it is fairly easy to capture it in one frame. That is something I recommend you practice in your city where you have the ability to come back to a good location. If you are on the trip of a lifetime, then by all means go into burst mode to set yourself up for success!


[image: image]


In the Winter Light / Paris, 2020


Capturing a single subject in a dynamic step is quite easy.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4.5, 1/800 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Father and Son / Rome, 2016


Capturing two or more people in stride is more difficult because you have no control over whether they will be in sync or not.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 1250


[image: image]


Fail / Paris, 2016


See the difference a fraction of a second makes.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/4, 1/500 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Success! / Paris, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/4, 1/500 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 19


All About Color


ASSIGNMENT


Time to put your color hat on because this assignment is all about capturing a scene that would make no sense in black and white.


TECHNIQUE


This exercise may be more difficult than it seems. Set your camera to shoot JPEG and, if your camera has the option, apply the color film simulation of your choice. With Fujifilm, my favorite is Classic Chrome but you may enjoy something with more pop. The reason why it is important that you hit the streets with your camera set in color is that it will help you put more intention in the creative process.


An easy way to get started is to find a colorful background and to wait for a protagonist with complementary colors to enter your frame. Another option is to capture the color in a city to give a sense of place to your story: A yellow cab in New York City or an old- fashioned red phone booth in London, for example. Thus, the story is all about color! A monochrome version of the same frame would become a very boring photograph.


[image: image]


NYC Yellow / NYC, 2018


These two photographs would make absolutely no sense in monochrome.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/200 sec., ISO 400


[image: image]


Red, Yellow, Red / Minneapolis, 2018


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/160 sec., ISO 2000







  ASSIGNMENT 20


Photographing the Back of People


ASSIGNMENT


You’ve probably done it a lot inadvertently, especially in your early days of street photography. Photographing the back of people is a common technique because it is less intimidating than photographing people coming at you. If you look back at those photos, most of those pictures were probably not so intentional. For this assignment, I would like you to go out and intentionally photograph a person with their back turned to you. The important part of this assignment is to keep in mind that the subject you choose to photograph should be a better choice from the back than facing you. Note that it takes a much stronger subject to make this type of photograph successful, because you will not have facial expressions to tell the story.


TECHNIQUE


A successful photograph of someone’s back will require discernment. To be effective, the subject must have something extra to offer. It may be a hat or an umbrella, two people holding hands, or an interesting gesture. The way the subject is dressed should also be interesting. Maybe there is a connection between the subject and the environment. I also recommend this technique when photographing children in order to preserve their anonymity.


[image: image]


Film Noir / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2016


One evening in the winter, I saw this well-dressed gentleman standing in front of the stunning architecture of the train station in St. Paul, Minnesota. He was on his phone. That fact alone makes for a rather boring photograph. I went behind him and photographed him with the architecture in the background. The resulting image is seemingly timeless and quite reminiscent of film noir movies.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f1.4, 1/80 sec., ISO 1600


[image: image]


Watching the Locks / Paris, 2017


When photographing a child, I take extra care to protect their anonymity unless I get a nod of approval from a parent. This young boy was watching the locks at Canal St. Martin in Paris. It was crowded and I framed him with the canal in the backdrop to give a sense of mystery and wonderment.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 21


The Timeless Subject


ASSIGNMENT


Avoid all cell phones and branding. Seek out a subject who is completely timeless in a fitting backdrop.


TECHNIQUE


In order to capture this photograph you will first have to select the environment. For example, if there are cars parked on both sides of the street, you may want to try a different location. Find a non-descript building or park. But the location is only half the battle. Now you will need to find a person who does not carry or wear anything that can date them. This is not as easy as it seems because even if you find the perfect subject dressed in a timeless fashion, they will most likely have a phone in their hand. Be discerning. It may take a few days to complete this assignment, but that’s okay. Remember to pay particular attention to your background.


[image: image]


The Time Traveler / Paris, 2015


This gentleman was quite possibly from a different era.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/125 sec., ISO 400







  ASSIGNMENT 22


Gesture


ASSIGNMENT


Street photography is a complex genre. And yet, a strong photograph can be very simple in its aesthetic. The success can lie in the gesture or the expression of the subject alone. A subject’s facial expression can convey happiness, fear, sadness, or any number of emotions. The gesture is usually a bit more subtle to see and capture, but it can make or break the overall composition.


TECHNIQUE


Unfortunately there isn’t a foolproof recipe to making a successful street photograph. If there were, you wouldn’t be reading this book. The complexity and difficulty of street photography are also what make it so appealing. First, I recommend looking at some of the masters in the genre and ask yourself the question: “What makes this photograph work?” Then look at your own collection of photographs and determine why some work and some don’t. If you have multiple frames of the same subject, look at all of them and choose the strongest one. Chances are, one out of five or six will be much stronger than the others because there is an expression or a special gesture. Know that a small difference can have a big impact in the success of the photograph.


Next, hit the streets and pay particular attention to the stance or body language of a subject. A hand on the face may convey hesitation or a hand on the hip may suggest impatience. Learn to notice those subtleties and capture them in a fraction of a second. The more you train your eye to these details, the more you will be able to anticipate the gesture that will make the shot. When in doubt, there is nothing wrong with going into burst mode. Of course, you will still have to determine later which frame is the strongest in the series you captured.


[image: image]


The Mysterious Passenger / NYC, 2016


The simple gesture of a hand can convey an emotion.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/125 sec., ISO 2000


[image: image]


The Smoker’s Gesture / Paris, 2018


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/250 sec., ISO 500







  ASSIGNMENT 23


Humor


ASSIGNMENT


This may be the most difficult assignment in street photography. It takes a keen eye to see humor, and it takes experience to capture it in a fraction of a second. Also, humor doesn’t mean ridiculing the subject. Never forget that respect is the golden rule in street photography. Always turn the situation around: If you were the subject of this picture, how would you feel? It’s also important to keep in mind that a situation may be humorous in one culture and not in another.


TECHNIQUE


Just like a good joke, no explanation should be necessary with a humorous image. A catchy caption, if any, should suffice. In general, contrasting subjects will make people smile. So will extreme situations or juxtapositions. The unexpected and unusual are also often winners. Dogs sitting alone or with their owners could also provide funny situations.


It is impossible to set out with the expectation of capturing humor every time you go on a photo walk. But you can certainly train yourself to see better and work at increasing your response speed to a situation. Serendipity plays a big part in the outcome of your quest to find humor on the streets. The more you train yourself to observe the world around you and anticipate the next moment, the more prepared you will be in getting the winning shot.


[image: image]


This Way! / Berlin, 2019


As I was walking down the street I noticed the man on the ladder. Nothing special until I was around the corner and I looked up. I could not believe my eyes! A fraction of a second later the moment was gone.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/420 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Cat as a Hat / NYC, 2018


When vision, preparation, and serendipity meet in a fraction of a second.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 400







  ASSIGNMENT 24


Humanity Without People in the Frame


ASSIGNMENT


I encourage you to make a compelling photograph with the idea of humanity (but no actual people) present in the frame.


TECHNIQUE


Let your creativity soar for this one! The human element should not be in the photograph, but the idea of people should be. This type of photograph, however compelling it may be, will probably not stand out on its own, but it will certainly find its place in the story of the location you are documenting. It may be a discarded shoe on the sidewalk, a chair, clothes hanging on a line, or a lost toy. There are many ways to create more abstract images on the street by implying the human element.


[image: image]


Lost Shoe / San Francisco, 2016


Seen in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2.2, 1/125 sec., ISO 250







  ASSIGNMENT 25


Go Fishing


ASSIGNMENT


One of the most common ways to approach street photography is to find a perfect backdrop and wait for a good subject to enter the frame. This is referred to as the “fishing” approach. It doesn’t require much walking, but rather a great deal of patience. The background can be a variety of things, such as a textured wall, a storefront, a symmetrical structure, a historical landmark, or a reflective surface.


TECHNIQUE


Once you find the backdrop, start practicing with anyone who walks by. This will help you find the proper camera settings. You should also decide if it’s best to get a horizontal or vertical shot. A practice run will also determine your ideal position if you are using a prime lens, or your ideal focal length if you’re using a zoom. Once you are “technically ready,” patience and discernment are going to make or break the result. Always visualize the best possible subject. It is important not to settle just because you are tired of waiting. “Good enough” should not be part of your vocabulary as a photographer.


[image: image]


Business Casual / Paris, 2017


When I saw these glass panels at La Défense, the modern business district of Paris, I immediately visualized a business person. A few tourists walked by, which helped me time the shot and position myself in the right spot. My goal was to wait for a local who obviously worked there. Luckily for me, it only took a few minutes.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/120 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


The Subway Embrace / NYC, 2017


Patience gave me the gift of pure emotion on the streets.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/3.2, 1/125 sec., ISO 640







  ASSIGNMENT 26


The Minimalist Approach in the Urban Landscape


ASSIGNMENT


In a minimalist approach to street photography, your subject will be quite small in the frame while also remaining the focal point in an interesting urban landscape. Look for interesting architecture, repeated patterns, geometrical shapes, and so forth. They all make for interesting backgrounds. Once you find a great spot, you need to be patient and wait for the strongest possible subject to enter the frame.


TECHNIQUE


Always envision what would make the strongest possible subject in the given environment. Don’t settle for mediocrity. The success of the photograph depends on your patience and discernment. Find a comfortable spot to wait because the best possible subject may not appear for a while. I find that leaning against a wall or sitting on a step will make the wait more comfortable. Take a few shots with practice subjects to make sure your settings are correct, and then wait.


TIP


I often set my phone timer if I need to be somewhere at a specific time, since it is very easy to lose track of time. I won’t settle for a boring subject, and I prefer to leave with no picture than settle for a mediocre one.


[image: image]


Woman with a Cape, or the Return of Batman? / Paris, 2019


This is definitely an intriguing human element in beautiful architecture, which has likely been photographed over and over again. The key was to do it differently.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/200 sec., ISO 250


[image: image]


La Main / Paris, 2017


Beautiful staircase but so much better with the hint of a human presence.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/60 sec., ISO 320







  ASSIGNMENT 27


The Minimalist Approach in the Natural World


ASSIGNMENT


This assignment will get you out of the city for a change. The location is your choice: The beach, a path through the woods, climbers on a cliff, or anything you can find in the natural world.


TECHNIQUE


Just like the previous exercise, envision what would make the strongest possible subject in the given environment, and don’t settle for anything less. The success of the photograph depends on your patience and discernment. Even if the subject is relatively small in your frame, it should immediately be the focal point. The choice of color or black and white will also make a big difference. The subject could be lost in the colors or in the gray tones. The contrast between subject and background is an important factor to consider.


[image: image]


Couples on the Beach / Cabourg, France, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/2500 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 28


Juxtaposition


ASSIGNMENT


Juxtapositions draw a contrast between two elements. Those elements can be two individuals, or a person and a background, for example. It is a way to add interest to a photograph.


[image: image]


Cold and Rainy Day in Harlem / NYC, 2016


The juxtaposition struck me between the happy and worry-free men on expensive motorcycles on the advertisement and how it contrasted with the young man on the small bicycle on a cold and rainy December day.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 2000


TECHNIQUE


This type of shot can present itself when you are walking down the street and you notice a situation of contrast, like young and old, or thin and large, for example. Another way to approach this is to find a stage and wait for the right subject to enter the frame. Billboards or store window displays often work well. The key for a good juxtaposition is to find the strongest possible contrast between the two elements.


[image: image]


Generations / Paris, 2013


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/1000 sec., ISO 400







  ASSIGNMENT 29


Interconnections


ASSIGNMENT


Interconnections imply similarities between subjects or between subjects and the environment.


[image: image]


In Sync / Paris, 2015


Interconnection between the subjects doing a similar action.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/125 sec., ISO 3200


For this challenge, you will need to pay close attention to body language, clothing, and expressions of subjects. Interconnections are all around us; they usually escape everyone except the trained eye of the photographer.


TECHNIQUE


The only thing you need for this assignment is a keen vision and the ability to capture the moment before it disappears. Don’t walk too fast! Remember that if you see an interesting frame and you make a sudden stop, the subject may notice you and stop doing whatever caught your attention in the first place. These moments can be fleeting, so set your camera at a fast enough shutter speed, auto ISO, and enough depth of field to put the odds in your favor!


[image: image]


Shiny / Minneapolis, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4.5, 1/200 sec., ISO 1250







  ASSIGNMENT 30


Reflections in Water


ASSIGNMENT


There are many ways to make compelling photographs by using reflections. After a rainfall, set out with your camera with the intent to capture a visually strong reflection of a subject in the water.


TECHNIQUE


Millions of photo opportunities present themselves in the city after the rain . . . if you have a creative eye. Beautiful, shiny, glistening pavement, a surreal upside down world—all are photo ops waiting for you. Give yourself enough depth of field (f/5.6 or f/8) and watch your exposure compensation if you do not want to blow out highlights in the reflections of the sky. If your subject is abstract and upside down, pay close attention to the stepping motion and separation so that it cannot be mistaken for something else. Go play in the puddles and have fun!


TIP


Avoid flipping the photo in post-processing. Let it remain the way you saw it.


[image: image]


Upside Down / Paris, 2017


It was a rainy Sunday afternoon in Paris in November. Place de la République was glistening from a recent rain shower. I was admiring the reflections of the architecture on the pavement when the bicyclist entered my frame in the opening between the buildings. The weather gave me a gift of a surreal upside-down world, but the buildings included in the reflection help give the photograph a sense of place.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/180 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 31


Reflections in Glass


ASSIGNMENT


Ready for some more fun with reflections on the streets? This time use windows and storefronts as your reflective surface.


TECHNIQUE


One of the tricks to this setup is not to include yourself in the reflection. You’re setting out to capture a compelling reflection of a stranger on a glass surface. I recommend you find the glass surface first, and then position yourself so as not to be visible in the frame. Pay attention to any distractions such as cars and signage reflecting on the same surface. Practice on anyone who walks by to gauge whether you’re standing at the right spot or if you should turn your camera vertically to give yourself more space. Ready? Remember to be discerning and choose a compelling subject to make the strongest possible reflection. Don’t worry so much whether they are coming or going, just the appearance of the subject is important. What does your creative eye tell you? What do you envision the strongest image to be? Be patient, and wait for the right subject to come along.


[image: image]


Summer Concert / Stillwater, Minnesota, 2017


I first saw the window of the retro camper. The shiny siding appealed to me, and the light was also beautiful. It was an outdoor summer concert and I stood to the side so as not to get myself in the reflection. Sure enough, before too long this woman walked by. I positioned myself so that her reflection would be in the widest opening in the window and I pressed the shutter. Her facial features showed up perfectly. Her hat is a bonus as well as the small lock of hair on her neck. The other people present are far enough away that she seems alone in the world, enjoying beautiful music on a summer night.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/200 sec., ISO 1250







  ASSIGNMENT 32


Reflection in a Mirror


ASSIGNMENT


Let’s step up your game and capture the reflection of a stranger in an actual mirror. For this assignment you will need to find a place like a flea market, an antique store, or possibly a barbershop.


TECHNIQUE


This exercise requires a great deal of speed. You may have to be patient to find a subject worthy of a picture but you will have to move swiftly as soon as he or she appears in the mirror. If you have enough light to work with, set your camera to shoot in aperture priority mode with enough depth of field to capture the subject and the reflection. If you are working in a dark area and need a large aperture, you may need to pre-focus on the mirror. Given the choice, it is the subject’s reflection that should be in sharp focus, not the actual person. Be creative, this is a really challenging exercise but so much fun, too!


[image: image]


Reflection at the Antique Store / Paris, 2020


Les Puces de St. Ouen, Paris. It was a rainy Monday in winter and there were very few people walking around, and many of the booths were closed. I spotted this tall gentleman with a hat and casually followed him into the store. As he was going around I spotted this mirror, framed my shot, and waited a few seconds until he stood right in front of it.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/3.2, 1/120 sec., ISO 160







  ASSIGNMENT 33


Split Image Reflection


ASSIGNMENT


Still in the realm of reflections, your assignment is to capture a perfectly split image of the subject and their reflection.


TECHNIQUE


Find a storefront window you can stand by or lean against while waiting for a subject to walk toward you or away from you. For maximum effect, put your camera almost against the glass. You should be able to see a perfectly split image of whoever is walking next to it, and their reflection in the glass surface. If people are coming toward you, they may get out of your way if they see you and your camera. Be discreet! Get your settings right, then put the camera down while you are waiting. Bring it up at the last minute once you see someone worthy of a shutter click. Of course, going into burst mode is going to make your job easier, so by all means, get a few frames! But if you have the opportunity to come back to that spot again and again, try your hand at single shots. If you get a successful frame, you’ll be a lot happier with yourself.


TIP


It helps to pretend that you are waiting for someone or texting while you are waiting for that decisive moment. People will not pay attention to you that way, and they won’t change their behavior accordingly.
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Split Image / Paris, 2016


I was ready to capture a split image of someone walking up or down a passageway when this gentleman walked past me and took a sharp turn to get through a little doorway to the right.


Fujifilm X70, 18.5mm, f/4, 1/200 sec., ISO 1600







  ASSIGNMENT 34


Double Exposure


ASSIGNMENT


Have you ever used the nifty double-exposure function that (likely) comes with your camera? Now you can!


TECHNIQUE


Most cameras have this function, so hopefully yours does too. It’s a function usually found in the drive or menu settings. This allows you to superimpose two frames with intent; you see the second frame as an overlay on the first. It’s a lot of fun to use. Bring intention to this assignment and think about different ways to create a double exposure. For example, you can superimpose the photograph of a person over the photograph of an iconic landmark. This setting is also really fun to use with self-portraits. Experiment in both color and black and white. It’s a fun way to get out of a rut and you can even use it at home if you don’t feel like going out.


[image: image]


Le Train Bleu / Paris, 2019


This double exposure was made at Gare de Lyon in Paris. The first frame is the grand entrance to the famous restaurant Le Train Bleu. The second is the clock and ceiling of the train station.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/125 sec., ISO 400







  ASSIGNMENT 35


Natural Creative Filter


ASSIGNMENT


For this assignment, you need to think creatively and use a natural filter between your camera and your subject.


TECHNIQUE


Condensation on a window, steam, and smoke all present wonderful creative ways to capture life on the streets. I always look for creative use of natural filters; it makes photography so much more exciting. When photographing through a natural filter, you need to make creative decisions. For instance, do you want the focus on the surface or on the subject beyond? Taking control of your camera is crucial in making those decisions. Autofocus may be difficult in some situations, especially when you want to focus on the raindrops on a window, for example, and not on what is happening beyond the window. Keep in mind that, depending on the natural filter that presents itself to your photographic eye, you may need to use manual focus. Remember that your camera has no vision—it doesn’t know the story you want to tell.
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Hand on Frosted Glass / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/200 sec., ISO 1600


[image: image]


Through Water and Glass / Havana, 2018


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/420 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 36


Creative Framing


ASSIGNMENT


Find interesting elements around a subject to create a strong composition. Use those elements to frame your subject matter.


TECHNIQUE


The frame itself may be out of focus but it will give an additional element of interest or a sense of place to the scene. Conversely, have the subject out of focus and leave the frame in focus to make a strong statement. Experiment with both and see what happens.


[image: image]


Looking Out / Paris, 2016


Focusing on the window frame at a restaurant.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/250 sec., ISO 250.


[image: image]


In Prayer / Paris, 2016


By framing the nun in prayer through the architectural design, I was able to convey a sense of privacy and respect.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/80 sec., ISO 6400
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Creative Focusing


ASSIGNMENT


Practice focusing on the less predictable elements in the frame. Such a technique will spark a viewer’s interest by creating tension. Generally, our eye is drawn to the element most in focus, but we are wired to look for the human form, even if the latter is out of focus. This exercise in creative focusing still requires discernment. Even an out-of-focus subject needs to be visually interesting, and there should be no doubt that it is a human form. Make sure to watch for the correct stepping, the contrast from the background, and the separation.


TECHNIQUE


Set your camera to shoot in aperture priority mode and use single point focusing. Depending on your camera and your preferred focusing method, either lock the focus and recompose, touch focus, or move the focus point with the camera’s joystick. Use a large aperture (small f-stop number) as needed. In order to give yourself multiple opportunities, don’t hesitate to put your camera into burst mode. Be patient, discerning, and have fun!


[image: image]


Front Row Seating / Paris, 2019


One of my favorite exercises is to sit in the front row at a terrace, use a cup of coffee or tea, or a glass of wine. Focus and wait. Elegant man with a hat in the background? Got it!


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/200 sec., ISO 320
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Rule of Thirds


ASSIGNMENT


It would be hard to overuse the rule of thirds; it’s been used in art for centuries. Actually, according to many art historians, the concept dates back to the 18th century when it was introduced as a compositional rule (I’m quite certain that it is much older than that). My question for you today is: Do you always use the rule of thirds with intent? Or do you use it as a rule that should be broken?


Go out and photograph a subject by applying the rule of thirds with intent. Imagine the resulting image being the epitome of the rule of thirds.


TECHNIQUE


Imagine a grid that divides your frame into three equal parts vertically and horizontally (you can actually add that function via the menu in most cameras if you wish). The four points where the lines intersect represent the points that the eye tends to look at most often. Now, make a point to position your subject in one of the four intersections. It works! From a compositional perspective, it makes for an aesthetically pleasing image.


[image: image]


The Family / Normandy, France, 2018


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/280 sec., ISO 200
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Centering Your Subject


ASSIGNMENT


Break the rule of thirds with intent!


TECHNIQUE


This assignment will definitely get you out of your comfort zone by breaking the rule of thirds. Why? Because it is one of the most widely used guides in art and it is almost impossible to overuse it. But then again, rules are meant to be broken. Make a statement and center your subject—but be sure you are doing it intentionally!


Breaking the rule of thirds should make the photograph stronger for a reason. Maybe the subject deserves center stage, maybe the tension created by moving the subject to the edge will give it more importance. The sky is the limit because this assignment is all about your vision.


[image: image]


Socially Distant / Normandy, France, 2017


Centering the subject adds humor and a sense of isolation.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/2200 sec., ISO 200
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Letting the Subject Come to You


ASSIGNMENT


There are many situations when the best chance to capture a strong photograph is to let people come to you: A busy train station, the top of an escalator, or a city crosswalk. Find one of those locations, plant yourself, and let the subject come to you.


TECHNIQUE


Once you find the location of your choice, there are a few things to consider. First, you need to evaluate the best spot to photograph depending on the flow of people or the light. If you are waiting at a subway entrance, which vantage point will give you the most opportunities? How is the background? Do you want to include signage or not? Will your subjects be properly exposed or are they backlit? All these considerations will make or break the shot. If the million-dollar subject happens to come through your frame, you better be in the best possible spot to nail the shot.


TIP


Zone focus is often the preferred method in situations like this. You pre-focus your camera to a certain distance, let’s say 10 or 15 feet, and photograph people who are entering that range (or zone). The technique is easier than it sounds. I encourage you to research some videos for a more hands-on explanation of the zone-focus technique.


If you are standing at a busy pedestrian crossing, just let the crowd engulf you when the light changes. Next, just stand there, use focus tracking, burst mode, and a fast shutter speed to add to your chance of success. Finally, be discerning. Not every passerby will be worth photographing. Forget people on their mobile phones, look for a face with emotion! Although people are less likely to pay attention to you and your camera in a crowded situation, you may want to consider using live view for this exercise and avoid eye contact. I usually wear sunglasses for just this reason.


[image: image]


Faces on Broadway / NYC, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/240 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Faces on Broadway / NYC, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/125 sec., ISO 2500
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Looking In


ASSIGNMENT


Photograph an interesting subject through the window of a café or other place of interest (but not a private home!). When walking down the streets of any city, no matter the time of day, I love looking through windows of cafés and restaurants in search of an interesting subject to photograph. A reflection in the window doesn’t bother me as long as it’s not my own or cars parked on the street.


TECHNIQUE


When you’re in an area with good potential for this type of shot, make sure you walk at a slower pace. If you see someone worth photographing, they will probably lift their head and look in your direction if you make a sudden stop. When walking slowly, you barely have to even make a full stop to get the shot and move on. If you are not prepared, don’t panic! Keep walking, cross the street to come back the other direction, then make a second pass slowly with your camera ready. Consider using burst mode to increase your chances. If you shoot in aperture priority, set your camera at an aperture that will give you enough depth of field (f/5.6, for example) and fast enough shutter speed (minimum of 1/200) in case you are not at a full stop when pressing the shutter. Don’t worry about the high ISO. And don’t make a third attempt; it would look too suspicious.


TIP


If you plan on shooting through windows, you should wear dark clothing as much as possible. Your camera may show in the reflection, but your clothing won’t if you are close enough. If you want to avoid your reflection entirely, shoot from an angle.


[image: image]


Window Seat / Paris, 2019


This gentleman was paging through a magazine at a café. I shot from an angle in order to avoid my own reflection in the glass and managed a close enough frame without disrupting the scene.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/200 sec., ISO 640
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Plat du Jour / Paris, 2018


Shot through several panels of glass and into the light, the reflections and signage add to the mood of this silhouette of a woman at lunch.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2, 1/400 sec., ISO 400
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Looking Out


ASSIGNMENT


Similar to the previous assignment, now your goal is to photograph an interesting subject through a window—but by looking out this time. Think of various possibilities and embrace reflections. You may be on a train photographing people on the platform, inside a café, in the lobby of a public building, or someplace where people converge.


TECHNIQUE


Pick your spot carefully. Watch for potential unwelcome distractions in the background such as cars or delivery trucks. You have the advantage of being quite invisible, so take your time and wait for a strong subject. Think of ways to make your shot more interesting with some creative framing or focusing. Make sure to give a sense of place to your image by including part of the window frame in your composition. Depending on how bright it is outside, you probably won’t have much reflection in the glass at all, but you may have to adjust your exposure compensation accordingly, or your subjects may turn into silhouettes.


[image: image]


Terrace Elegance / Paris, 2019


Comfortably sitting by the window inside a café, I had a great vantage point of the terrace. I waited until this elegant woman put her phone down to light a cigarette to capture the moment.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/200 sec., ISO 320
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Looking Up


ASSIGNMENT


I am always surprised at how rarely photographers look up. Balconies, walls, bridges, skyway systems, window washers—you are missing so many great photo ops if you don’t look up regularly. Today is the day to go get them!


TECHNIQUE


Is there a river going through your town? Walk along the river bank and look up. There may be some interesting situations taking place, such as people sitting on a wall or looking down at the river. Is there a pedestrian bridge in your neighborhood? Pick the best vantage point to shoot up (your subject may be either properly exposed or silhouetted). If you live in a city with tall glass buildings, window washers may be within your lens’s reach. No matter the location, this different way of seeing will undoubtedly boost your creativity.


[image: image]


Springtime in Paris / Paris, 2018


Sunbather on the river bank.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/480 sec., ISO 200
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Looking Down


ASSIGNMENT


From years of teaching workshops around the world, I have noticed that photographers are more likely to look down than to look up. The same locations as mentioned in the previous assignment will work here, but in reverse.


TECHNIQUE


For this exercise, no matter how small the human element will be in your frame, the gesture or the posture will matter. So will the way the subject is dressed, as it must be in contrast with the ground. Your framing can also be creative, including an out-of-focus foreground to add an element of interest. Using lines and diagonals will also enhance your composition. Another possibility would be to include a bird flying through your frame, which will make a stronger photograph, even with motion or out-of-focus blur.
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The Reader / Paris, 2015


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/150 sec., ISO 200
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Across the Yellow Lines / Minneapolis, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/500 sec., ISO 320
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Low Angle


ASSIGNMENT


Shooting everything at eye level makes for very static images. A low-angle vantage point will make for some really interesting compositions because it will distort reality. Don’t be afraid to get dirty for this assignment. Find an interesting spot, sit on the ground, and learn to see differently!


TECHNIQUE


Don’t hesitate to set your camera on the ground. If you have a tilt screen, now is the time to make good use of it. Don’t be afraid to get a lot of out-of-focus foreground; it will lead the eye of your viewer to the subject, as we naturally look for the sharpest element in the frame. Think about using lines on the ground to enhance your composition. You can also use this technique with a more creative approach, focusing on the foreground and letting your subject be a blur, but distinct nonetheless.


[image: image]


Giant Feet / Paris, 2014


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/8, 1/350 sec., ISO 200
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Leading Lines


ASSIGNMENT


Leading lines do just what they say: They lead the eyes of the viewer to the subject. They can take many forms and can be as simple as a path, lines on the pavement, or even a wall. They can also be more complex and can be a part of architecture or a sign.


TECHNIQUE


I don’t remember when I started to incorporate leading lines into my compositions. I think it just happened naturally. The seasoned street photographer doesn’t need to think about it—it just becomes the way you see. It’s what I call “seeing photographically.” If we had to work through a mental checklist of every element that makes a strong photograph, we would always miss the shot. These decisions happen subconsciously in a fraction of a second.


I recommend that you go back to your street photography collection of images and pay attention to all the images you made that incorporate leading lines of some sort. You may be surprised at how many you find. This is a compositional element that you may also have incorporated in your landscape or cityscape photography without even trying. If you really want to do it with 100 percent intent, I recommend that you find the leading line(s) first and wait for a person to walk into your frame in a way that makes sense. Think about the contrast between your subject and the background, using a wide and low point of view to accentuate the leading effect, the stepping motion, the light. Feeling overwhelmed? That’s because you are overthinking. Eventually, this will all become your way of seeing, and the pieces of the puzzle will connect.


[image: image]


Morning Light and the Mystery Encounter / Paris, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Winter in Montmartre / Paris, 2020


Here the focus is purposely on the iconic railing, which leads the eye to the woman in the light.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/200 sec., ISO 200
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Negative Space


ASSIGNMENT


Grab your camera and set out to make a pleasing composition with the use of negative space. Don’t be afraid to make a bold statement.


TECHNIQUE


The use of negative space is a powerful statement in art. It can even be quite bold. It is equally effective in street photography as in any other genre. Negative space enhances the importance of your subject, which is often perceived as the positive space. The emptiness of the negative space brings attention to the subject. The viewer’s eyes travel through the negative space and return to the positive space. Even though the use of negative space helps to bring attention to your subject, he or she still needs to be interesting to make the photograph successful. Maybe even more so, since there is less distraction around them.


The rule of thirds can also be very effective in this assignment. But try to think outside the box and bring your subject to more extreme positions in your frame. Don’t be afraid to experiment and make a strong statement with your image. Break some rules and get a reaction from the viewer. The depth of field doesn’t really matter here. The shallower the depth of field, the more attention will be brought to your subject as long as the latter is in sharp focus. So don’t worry too much about that. The negative space should not be busy at all, so it can certainly be in focus as well. The use of light versus shadow can enhance the composition by keeping the shadows deep into the negative space. Go out, experiment, and have fun!


[image: image]


In the Evening Light / Paris, 2020


It was late afternoon in January in Paris. I had just crossed the Cour Carrée at Le Louvre when the beautiful sunlight hit my face as I was coming through the dark passageway. I walked a few more feet and looked back. Sure enough, the light was hitting just about at head level of the few people that were coming through. I knew it was only going to last a few more minutes. I watched faces in the crowd and spotted this young woman in the light. I pressed the shutter and kept the strong shadows really deep and dark in contrast to her brightly lit face.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/5, 1/200 sec., ISO 160
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Creating Tension


ASSIGNMENT


Grab the viewer’s attention by going against the natural visual flow. For example, we normally leave room in the frame for our subject to move toward or into, and we avoid placing them at the edge of the frame. We make good use of leading lines and repeated patterns to lead the eyes toward the subject or focal point. Your assignment is to break some of these rules intentionally in order to create tension.


TECHNIQUE


It’s best to find the background first, visualize the scene that would break the visual flow and create tension, and then wait. Best not to settle for just anyone. Find a subject that fits the environment as much as possible. The goal is to make the strongest possible photograph. Remember that you are only in control of your gear and your vision; allow time for serendipity to do its part before you settle or move on.
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Against the Flow / Paris, 2016


While the repeated patterns and leading lines are calling the main subject to continue walking down the corridor, he makes an unexpected exit that creates tension by breaking the visual flow.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/125 sec., ISO 1250
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Layers


ASSIGNMENT


Keep the viewer’s interest by adding layers to your composition. Layering can be simple or complex. If this is a new way of seeing for you, start with two subjects overlapping, and then experiment.


TECHNIQUE


There are really no rules to using layers. The point is for the eyes of the viewer to travel from one subject to the next and possibly to the one after that. It’s all about visual exploration. There should be a foreground, a middleground, and a background. Naturally, the foreground will be the subject closest to you. It may be extremely close, even partially cut off. The middle element will often be the main subject. The background is the subject located the farthest away in the frame. It doesn’t even have to be an actual person; it can be an advertisement or a billboard—anything that makes a strong composition.


Make sure to use a large enough depth of field so that all the elements are in focus, such as an f/5.6 with a cropped sensor camera or f/8 with a full frame camera. Avoid overlapping subjects that muddle the composition.


Be careful, though—layers are often messy and disorganized. The eyes don’t really know where to focus first. Therefore, it is important to have an anchor subject. Reflections can also make some really interesting layers. The anchor subject may be directly behind a window while the other subjects will be reflections in the glass, for example.
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Layers in Reflections / London, 2020


I was walking through the financial district in London when I saw this display of reflections creating an interesting layering of subjects.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/160 sec., ISO 500
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Panning


ASSIGNMENT


One of the most fun and challenging ways to capture motion is by using a panning technique. If this is your first experience with panning, begin by setting out with the goal of capturing one technically successful frame. If you’ve practiced it before, then aim higher with an interesting subject! Keep in mind that a technically perfect frame of a boring subject will always be a boring picture.


TECHNIQUE


To begin with, set your camera to shutter priority mode. Start at 1/30th of a second and adjust accordingly if you are not getting the desired effect. Put your camera on burst mode and continuous focus or focus tracking, if available. Find an interesting background and make sure there are no obstructions on either side of you. Wait for a moving subject, such as a bicyclist or a runner. Start the panning movement early, before you even want to get the shot. Lock your focus on the subject and follow it even after you think you got the shot. This will allow for a smoother movement and a better chance of a successful photograph. You will shoot dozens of frames to get one that looks right, so you may want to set your camera to shoot JPEG instead of RAW. Shooting RAW will also slow down your camera in burst mode.


TIP


Once you see which direction your subject is coming from, set your feet in the ending position and then turn your body back to the starting point to begin shooting and panning. Unwinding yourself as you shoot will deliver a smoother motion and a better photograph.
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High Heels on Scooter / Paris, 2016


The subject of a panning photograph on the streets still has to be interesting.


Fujifilm X70, 23mm, f/7.1, 1/30 sec., ISO 200
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Elegance in Motion / Paris, 2013


A soft panning technique of a beautiful subject is better than a sharp panning of a boring one.


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/16, 1/15 sec., ISO 200
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Slow Shutter Speed


ASSIGNMENT


Another way to convey motion is to slow your shutter speed and let your subject become a blur. This can be done easily in low-light situations. However, the use of a neutral density filter may be necessary in bright daylight.


TECHNIQUE


Time to switch your camera to shutter priority mode and experiment with different shutter speeds in order to get the desired effect. Once your camera is in shutter priority, the aperture should automatically set itself to a small f-stop in order to reduce the amount of light on the sensor. Don’t forget to set your camera to the lowest possible ISO.


In order for this technique to be effective, only the subject in motion should be blurry. The background needs to be very sharp to contrast with the movement. If the background is blurry, maybe because you could not hold your camera steady at a low shutter speed, the effect will fail. Thus, it is important to stabilize your camera to avoid any camera shake. I don’t carry a tripod, but there are several small travel-size ones available on the market if you want to bring one along. For my part, I always find a wall or a bin on which to set my camera. I consider it part of the challenge. I don’t carry a remote release, but I set my camera to the two-second self-timer to avoid all camera shake. You can use a remote release, or you can trigger your camera from your phone, as well. I find that I can handhold a camera at 1/30th of a second easily if I cradle it close to my body and shoot after I exhale. Anything slower will require a steady surface.


[image: image]


Down the Escalator / Vancouver, Canada, 2016


The subject in motion blur still needs to look like a human form; it’s important to find the right balance.


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2.2, 1/15 sec., ISO 320


Now you are ready to find a great backdrop and wait for some action to come through. The setting is quite important, as it will be the sharpest element in the frame. Choose your backdrop carefully. Also, practice on several subjects with several different shutter speeds to get the desired effect. The subject should be blurred but the viewer should still be able to tell without a doubt that it’s a person. Make sure the contrast between the subject and background is obvious. For example, gray on gray will not stand out. Shoot several images and look for the frame that has the best balanced composition.
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Grand Central in Motion / NYC, 2018


It’s important to keep the camera still so that the background remains in sharp focus, or the effect will be lost.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 23mm, f/8, 0.8 sec., ISO 250
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Tilt It Like You Mean It


ASSIGNMENT


Oftentimes we need to straighten our vertical lines in post-processing, especially when there is a slight lens distortion. Slightly tilted verticals really draw the eye away from the subject. Other times, we choose to make a creative statement by tilting the camera with intent. A tilt will give you a much more dynamic composition.


TECHNIQUE


There are times when there is no other way to get the shot than to tilt the camera. It often allows you to remove distractions around the subject or get a cleaner background. If you are really close to your subject, tilting will enhance the feeling of proximity. It is also something you can choose to do with the cropping tool in post-processing to save a photograph that you shot blind in order to stay invisible. No matter when the decision is made to tilt, it should look natural and intentional.
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Morning Rush / Paris, 2014


The tilt adds to the notion of hustle and bustle of a busy café.


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/2, 1/50 sec., ISO 400
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Using a Specialty Lens


ASSIGNMENT


Do you have a fisheye lens lying around? Or a creative focus lens, such as a Lensbaby? If not, consider renting one for a few days and unleash your creativity! Before you hit the streets with your specialty lens, here are a few things to keep in mind.


TECHNIQUE


If you use a fisheye lens: A typical fisheye lens has a focal length of about 8mm. Personally, I’m not a big fan of the fisheye look, and I haven’t owned one in years. That said, some photographers have made this unique, distorted view of the world their signature style. Although I wouldn’t want to use a fisheye as my standard street photography lens, I see its advantage in shaking things up once in a while—when you are in a creative rut, for example. When using a fisheye lens, you’ll need to be quite close to your subject to achieve the desired effect. You will also need to shoot from a very low angle, and your subject needs to fill the frame. You also have to keep an eye on the background, which will be distorted behind and around your subject. Forget being invisible with such a lens—the closer you get, the better the results. But beware of the reactions you might encounter!


TIP


Not every situation or subject will work with these creative lenses. In order to get the most out of the experience and let the creative juices flow, I recommend you leave the house with just the specialty lens and don’t bring a backup. This will force you to see differently.


If you use a creative focus lens: I own a few Lensbaby creative focus lenses. I find them so refreshing to use. The extra challenge is real, especially in street photography. No autofocus is possible; these lenses have the advantage of slowing you down, and that’s often a good thing. Seeing the resulting photographs on the computer screen after a photo walk is always a bit like opening a present. Such lenses offer a new way of seeing and force the photographer to let go of the notion that an image has to be tack sharp. The fun is in experimenting with different levels of soft focus, focus points, a swirl effect, a velvety look, and so forth. There is no right or wrong way to use them, and that is the beauty of it. There will always be an element of surprise in the photographs produced with a Lensbaby, and that is their biggest appeal, in my opinion. The anticipation is somewhat reminiscent of shooting film or using a Holga.


EXTRA TIP


When using a Lensbaby lens, don’t forget to set your camera to “shoot without lens.”
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Watching the Tide / Cabourg, France, 2019


This photograph was captured with the Lensbaby Sol 45. The extra challenge of the manual focus is real when capturing candid moments on the streets. Thankfully this woman was not moving.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, Lensbaby Sol 45mm
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Using Your Camera’s Advanced Filters


ASSIGNMENT


Most new digital cameras have some advanced filters that very few photographers ever use. Perhaps people find them too gimmicky? Take a look; I’m sure you’ll find one that strikes your fancy. Each filter will give you a completely different experience and result. If you have 10 different filters, you have 10 new opportunities to go out with your camera!


TECHNIQUE


Personally, I am not a big fan of the partial color modes. But some people love them. Back in the day, it used to be a way to add a pop of color to your black and white photographs. Now you can select either red, orange, yellow, green, blue, or purple, and that color will automatically stay in color while the rest of the image is rendered in monochrome.


Not your thing? How about the Miniature setting? This one is fun because it uses a selective blur to make your scene look like a small model. The effect is also known as a diorama, and it fools the eye by rendering only a selective portion of the frame in focus. This works particularly well in crowd situations, cityscapes in the distance, or images shot from a high vantage point. Try it!
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Beach Day / Cabourg, France, 2018


The Miniature setting can be a lot of fun to use. It fools the eye by using selective blur to make the scene look like a small model.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/1100 sec., ISO 200


The Toy setting will bring you back to the days when lenses were cheap and of poor optic quality. I know, it defeats the purpose of using a high-tech camera. But admit it, the vintage look is quite irresistible.


Like vibrant colors? The Pop Color setting may be perfect for you.


Other filters may include: High Key for really bright, low-contract images. Low Key will give you uniformly dark tones. And you may also have a Soft Focus filter available, which could replace some of the specialty lenses discussed in the previous assignment without the challenge of manual focusing. Be sure to experiment on subjects that are fitting for each filter effect, and have fun. In the end, you’re the only person you need to please with your photography. It’s your creativity, and it should be your fun!


TIP


These filters are only available in JPEG mode, which is a good thing! Contrary to popular belief, I believe shooting JPEGs actually makes you a better photographer. You will make more decisions in camera and become a better photographer as a result.
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Using Billboards or Storefronts


ASSIGNMENT


For this assignment, you will have to find the perfect spot first, then be patient and wait for the story to develop.


TECHNIQUE


The goal is to find a connection or a juxtaposition between the subject(s) and the backdrop. Humor is often involved in this type of photograph. Good billboards at eye level are hard to come by these days. Depending on where you live, I recommend bus stops ads, metro platforms, or advertisements on taxis or buses. Another way to make this assignment fun and challenging is to find a storefront with signage or mannequins. Your next step is to visualize the strongest possible protagonist for your visual narrative. You may have to compromise a little, or maybe something even better might come along. Whatever you do, try not to settle for something uninteresting.


Only a short caption should suffice for this type of photograph, if any. Your camera setting should be the last of your worries. Give yourself enough depth of field and shutter speed in order to get the shot. Black and white or color should also be a decision made before you press the shutter, even if you are shooting RAW. Remember that the goal is to become a better photographer and visual storyteller!
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Same Hairdo? / Paris, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/125 sec., ISO 2500
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Using Signage


ASSIGNMENT


Signage, just like a bright color, will draw the eyes of the viewer. Even if it’s written in a foreign language, we are wired to want to read the text. In order for signage to work in street photography, it must be part of the story.


TECHNIQUE


There are several ways to approach this assignment. The two most common are from a travel photography standpoint or as a connection between subject and signage.


If you are traveling, any signage in the local language will add a cultural flair and context to your photographs. It is important to include the whole word or none of it. Hence the importance of quickly scanning the edges of your frame before you press the shutter. A simple step back can make the difference between a successful composition and a failed one.


Signage can be skillfully used to create a connection with the subject. The connection should be clear and not require any explanation. Find the signage first, then visualize the strongest possible scenario. Don’t settle for less!
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Underground / London, 2020


Incorporating signage in your composition gives a sense of place.


Fujifilm X100V, 23mm, f/4, 1/160 sec., ISO 1250


[image: image]


“Running” at the Walker Art Museum / Minneapolis, 2017


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/2, 1/500 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 57


Iconic Landmark


ASSIGNMENT


Create your own iconic photograph of a landmark by adding the human element in the frame.


TECHNIQUE


Adding the human element to an iconic landmark will produce a photograph that has never been made before and never will be again. Think, visualize, and shoot from a unique perspective in order to make truly unique photographs of a place that has been photographed millions of times before. The landmark doesn’t have to be the subject of the photograph. It can be in the background, and even out of focus. The point is to learn to see beyond the postcard shot. This is why including a candid human element will give you a truly unique photograph. Be creative and work it until you’ve got the shot!


[image: image]


Sketching Notre Dame / Paris, 2017


Notre Dame doesn’t have to be the main subject. It is recognizable by everyone.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5, 1/340 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


Riding on the Boardwalk / Mont Saint Michel, France, 2018


By incorporating the human element, you can make your own iconic photographs of a landmark that’s been photographed millions of times.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 23mm, f/4, 1/5000 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 58


Story in Multiple Frames


ASSIGNMENT


One thing you can do anywhere is practice your visual storytelling skills. You don’t have to live in a large, exciting city like Paris or New York to do this. Perfect those skills on your home turf and be ready for your next exciting destination. For this assignment, I would like you to think like the photo editor of a travel magazine. Pretend you are working on a piece for your local tourist board. How would you tell the story of your city center or river walk?


[image: image]


Pétanque


The game is a national pastime in France. It’s so fun to photograph the players and the spectators.


TECHNIQUE


This assignment requires you to think in multiple frames. Wide or establishing frames give an overview of the location you are documenting. This may only require one or two shots. Now think medium frames as you’re getting closer. Don’t forget interactions between people. Without the human element, your story will have no soul. Follow up with a series of close-ups or vignette shots. These detail shots are crucial in telling your story, as they tie it all together.


[image: image]
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  ASSIGNMENT 59


Play in the Rain


ASSIGNMENT


Ready for one of my favorite assignments? Protect yourself and your gear, and then go play in the rain!


TECHNIQUE


Rain provides the perfect time to hit the street, so protect your gear and get outside. If your camera is small enough to be held in one hand, the use of a small umbrella will be good enough. I often put mine inside my rain jacket between shots. If you’re using a bigger camera, you can certainly use a dedicated rain cover for your camera, but I find them very cumbersome. Ideally for this assignment, your camera is weather resistant. This should be a consideration when shopping for gear. Having a camera that can get a bit wet will definitely get you out in adverse weather more often.


Once you’re outside, the opportunities abound. Reflections in puddles, shiny streets and sidewalks, raindrops and condensation on windows, people running to escape the rain, children playing in puddles, elegant people holding umbrellas. And don’t forget nighttime photography in the rain, too. Car headlights on wet surfaces can provide an added element of interest. As long as you are comfortable yourself, rainy days will be some of the most fun you’ll have on the streets.


[image: image]


Rainy Day Reflection / Paris, 2018


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/125 sec., ISO 2000







  ASSIGNMENT 60


Public Transportation


ASSIGNMENT


It’s time to blend in with your environment and practice some stealth photography! Get really close to people in a crowded bus or subway and look for interesting faces, expressions, or gestures.


TECHNIQUE


If possible, make sure to put your camera on silent shutter and use the LCD screen exclusively. The goal is to not attract any attention to yourself, so that people will continue to do whatever caught your eye in the first place. If you have a tilt LCD, now is a good time to use it. If not, you may need to shoot blind, which is not impossible but requires practice. Use burst mode if you’re in a low-light situation or if you are in motion. If you need to bring the camera to your eye, then don’t even try to sneak the shot. Just be open about it. I recommend starting in a crowded situation because you will be less noticeable.


TIP


If your camera has a face detection feature available, use it. This will make shooting blind a lot easier.


[image: image]


Morning Light / Paris, 2015


Fujifilm X-T1, 35mm, f/4, 1/240 sec., ISO 200


[image: image]


NYC Subway / NYC, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/125 sec., ISO 3200







  ASSIGNMENT 61


Train Station Platforms


ASSIGNMENT


There is a certain romanticism associated with train stations. Granted, the vision we all have of steam engulfing the platform and lovers saying goodbye is a long shot to photograph. Regardless, I still find that most stations offer a story or two and are well worth a frequent visit.


TECHNIQUE


I always shoot black and white in train stations. I find that it complements the architecture and the mood of the place. Older stations will have the advantage of timeless architecture and often the bonus of light coming through glass ceilings. City stations will have openings on both ends, allowing for some interesting silhouette shots. Once you’ve spent time photographing the station, watch the departure schedule or follow the passengers making their way to a platform. Be on the lookout for couples or families saying goodbye or waving. Then start walking slowly along the side of the train in search of a subject reading a book, daydreaming or chatting with their fellow traveler. Use the same technique explained in Assignment 41: Looking In.


TIP


Today, many stations will not allow people to access the platform without a passenger ticket. Do not let that stop you from trying this assignment! If that is the case, you can still roam the main hall and the grand entrance in search of the perfect subject rushing to catch their train.


[image: image]


Getting on the Train in Style / NYC, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2, 1/160 sec., ISO 1000


[image: image]


The Mysterious Woman at Grand Central / NYC, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/2, 1/125 sec., ISO 3200







  ASSIGNMENT 62


Airports


ASSIGNMENT


You may be surprised to learn that I’ve never been bothered by security anywhere for taking pictures at airports during my travels. That said, I highly recommend that you refrain from photographing security officers, security checkpoints, and immigration and customs officials. Instead, focus your attention on the waiting areas.


TECHNIQUE


Airports have one thing in common: They usually have large windows overlooking the runways. Large windows mean silhouette opportunities. Refer back to the silhouette assignment on page 19 and enjoy a steady flow of passengers wandering in front of the windows during your long pre-boarding wait or during layovers. Time will pass faster and you may end up with a keeper as a bonus!


Also, look for unusual or comical situations. Weary passengers let their guard down after a long journey and may offer you some interesting shots. Remember that humor doesn’t mean ridicule. Moving walkways also offer fun photo ops. Look at the advertising along the walkway, superimpose a passenger with the signage or graphic, and you could have a winner. If you travel a lot, you could certainly start an airport series.


[image: image]


The Lone Passenger at CDG / Paris, 2014


Fujifilm X-T1, 55mm, f/5.6, 1/60 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 63


Hands


ASSIGNMENT


Hands convey an emotion—they have a story to tell. Young hands, old hands, hands holding a newspaper, hands carrying an umbrella. Go to a busy place, such as a farmers’ market, and look for interesting hands in the crowd.


[image: image]


Hands from My Stories of Hands Series / Paris, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/200 sec., ISO 2000


TECHNIQUE


If your camera has a silent mode, make sure to use it. Once you start focusing your attention on hands, you will notice small differences that can make strong photographs. When following interesting hands, I usually shoot while walking. I recommend setting your camera to a fast-enough shutter speed and in a low or medium burst mode. With the movement, burst mode will increase your chances of freezing a frame. The goal is to photograph hands doing different things and to build a series. Since I am not a crowd photographer, this is often how I spend time at fairs and markets.


[image: image]


Hands from My Stories of Hands Series / Paris, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/125 sec., ISO 1000







  ASSIGNMENT 64


Feet


ASSIGNMENT


Whereas hands usually convey an emotion, feet are more likely to add an element of humor or direction. Other times, shoes will be so elegant that the frame doesn’t need anything else. Your assignment is to make a strong photograph of feet.


[image: image]


Mystery Feet by the Seine / Paris, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5, 1/600 sec., ISO 200


TECHNIQUE


Really, just make sure the focus of the image is on the feet. Other than that, there is not much technique to it. Your job is to simply find the right feet. They may be sticking out behind a planter at the park, under an umbrella at the beach, or simply walking by in beautiful light. The more minimalist the composition is, the stronger the photograph will be. There should be absolutely no mistake that those feet (with or without shoes) are the subject of your picture.


[image: image]


Elegant Feet in the Light / NYC, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/4, 1/125 sec., ISO 2500







  ASSIGNMENT 65


Umbrellas


ASSIGNMENT


Some may say that umbrella pictures are cliché. But I think a good umbrella picture remains a good picture.


TECHNIQUE


Refer back to Assignment 59: Play in the Rain on page 150 and focus your attention on umbrellas. Think color for a playful look or black and white for a timeless feel. You may want to include parts of your own umbrella in your composition as a creative framing. If you have a clear, bell-shaped umbrella, you can shoot through it or use manual focus and concentrate on the raindrops like you would with a window. Think about a bird’s-eye view of many colorful umbrellas, something like a vantage point over a busy bus stop on a rainy day. If it’s a very windy day, you can predict that umbrellas will turn inside out. Be on the lookout for that. Find a good spot in a windy location and wait. When working on a theme, try to previsualize a few scenarios, and something better may even come along!


[image: image]


Epic Rainstorm in New York City / NYC, 2017


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/250 sec., ISO 4000


[image: image]


Dancers in the Rain / Paris, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/4.5, 1/250 sec., ISO 1250







  ASSIGNMENT 66


Hats


ASSIGNMENT


What is it about hats that draws street photographers like magnets? Head out and get a great shot that incorporates a hat. Beret, boater, bucket, bowler, chupalla, cowboy, fedora, sailor—just to name a few! Your job is to look for exciting and exotic hats!


TECHNIQUE


Some countries will make this assignment a bit easier than others. But overall, hats are in! They make great silhouettes, too, so you may want to refer to the silhouette assignments (8 and 9) on pages 19–26 for a refresher. Also, in the winter, a subject with a nice coat and hat (think film noir) will offer you a more appealing look than a person in a parka. (However, parkas could offer an opportunity for a humorous shot.)


[image: image]


In the Mist / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2017


The sun was low in the sky when I arrived at the Minnesota State Fair. Children were playing in the mist of the water sprayers that serve to keep people cool. The crowd was dense and I was walking just behind a young woman wearing a summer hat. I stopped down my exposure compensation slightly, lowered my camera, and clicked the shutter.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/5.6, 1/350 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 67


Dogs


ASSIGNMENT


Dogs are awesome. Big dogs, small dogs, cute dogs, ugly dogs, dogs who look like their owners, dogs who think they are people—this may be one of the most accessible series you will ever shoot.


TECHNIQUE


If you are shy and want to start doing street portraits, your first target should be people with dogs. Dog owners are the newbie street photographer’s best friends. Refer to Assignment 2: Street Portrait on page 5 for some initial guidance. You will often find humor in situations involving dogs. Maybe they’re sitting, sleeping, standing, or looking off in a direction different from their owner.


[image: image]


Dog in Stroller / Honfleur, France, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/250 sec., ISO 320


[image: image]


Dog on the Watch / Normandy, France, 2015


Fujifilm X-T1, 35mm, f/5.6, 1/500 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 68


Love


ASSIGNMENT


Love is all around us, from lovers of all ages to tender moments between a mother and her child. Love is everywhere if you’re looking. Some cultures display it more openly than others. Your assignment is to find and capture it, whether it is expressed openly or in more subtle ways.


[image: image]


Lovers by the Seine / Paris, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/4, 1/1250 sec., ISO 200


TECHNIQUE


If you are photographing lovers kissing passionately they probably won’t notice you, even if you get close. But out of respect, I urge you to be ready and only allow yourself one shot at capturing the moment. Love can be conveyed in more subtle ways, too. An elderly couple walking away hand in hand, for example. A child on her father’s shoulders. A caregiver and an elderly person. Love has many forms and the identity of the subject can easily be protected. Hands may be all you need to convey the emotion (see the assignment on hands on page 160).


[image: image]


Lovers’ Hands / Paris, 2018


I was sitting at the next table when I photographed the hands of the couple next to me. They didn’t notice my camera on the table.


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2, 1/200 sec., ISO 500







  ASSIGNMENT 69


Readers


ASSIGNMENT


Paper books are almost a thing of the past. Your assignment is to photograph someone engrossed in a good book, magazine, or newspaper.


TECHNIQUE


Here again, cultural differences will make this exercise more or less challenging. Whereas physical book reading seems to be disappearing in the United States, it is still happening in France, for example. Some cultures are more attached to the tactile experience of reading a book than others, but no matter where you are, you will certainly find a reader sitting on a park bench or at a café without having to search for too long.


Now is not the time to provoke eye contact. Respect the privacy of the moment and capture your subject without drawing attention to yourself. You may photograph the person through the window of a café, for example, or find an angle to keep yourself invisible. Remember to walk extra slowly when you are in a place with potential photo ops, such as a city park. Any sudden stop will draw attention to yourself and ruin the shot. The goal is not to be sneaky but to keep the scene unaltered. If you walk slowly and your settings give you enough depth of field and a fast-enough shutter speed, you should be able to capture the moment without making a full stop. This is also why it is so important to know your focal lengths and practice shooting from the hip.


[image: image]


Choosing a Book / Paris, 2015


Fujifilm X100S, 23mm, f/4, 1/125 sec., ISO 250


[image: image]


Sunday at the Luxembourg Gardens / Paris, 2016


Fujifilm X100T, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/125 sec., ISO 200







  ASSIGNMENT 70


Limitations


ASSIGNMENT


Do you have a film camera with a prime lens lying around? If so, use it! And if not, no problem: You can use your digital camera and limit yourself to one focal length, 24 frames, JPEGs only, and no post-processing.


TECHNIQUE


Limitations have always been a source of great accomplishments. The digital age has empowered us to shoot more frames without the additional cost of film processing, which has been a great tool for learning the craft, but let’s face it: It is also a disservice, as we put much less intention into every shutter click. I strongly believe that photographers were better in the film days because they were more careful in their composition and exposure decisions before they pressed the shutter. You can get a little taste of those days if you set some simple limitations.


Choose one focal length—it’s up to you. If you do not own a prime lens, then just set your zoom on the desired focal length and keep it there.


Only 24 frames: Remember those days? The end of a film roll also meant about $20 for the photo lab. Limiting yourself will make you realize how many frames you normally shoot.


Choose JPEG only, make the choice of color or black and white before you leave the house, and no post-processing is allowed. Whoever said, “Real photographers shoot RAW,” had it all wrong. Shooting JPEG and learning to get it right in camera requires a lot more skill!


[image: image]


The Smile in the Crowd / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2017


No post-processing? No problem!


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/1.4, 1/125 sec., ISO 3200







  ASSIGNMENT 71


Color x 4


ASSIGNMENT


Pick a color before you head out with your camera. Any color will work. Then find four subjects in that color.


TECHNIQUE


The sky is the limit! You will be surprised at how quickly you spot the color once your brain sends the signal. It is a fun exercise and a perfect way to get you outdoors when you may be more inclined to stay home.


[image: image]


Feeling Blue / Normandy, France, 2016
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  ASSIGNMENT 72


Shop Owners


ASSIGNMENT


Unfortunately, small family-owned shops are disappearing fast. It is important to document them while we can. Put on your photojournalist cap and visit the local shoe repair shop, barbershop, bookbinder, or tailor.


TECHNIQUE


A good way to approach this exercise is to make contact with the shop owner as a customer first. It’s unlikely that anyone would say no to a customer. Show them samples of your work and tell them you are working on a series of shop owners. You may also be spontaneous and make an environmental portrait on the spot. It’s easy to get the feel of the situation, and it’s important to show genuine interest. The subject may want to pose—let them! Don’t put your camera down; eventually they with resume their activity and you may get some more candid shots if that is what you are after. I think this assignment works well as a single image as an environmental portrait; see Assignment 3: Environmental Portrait on page 8. You may also decide to shoot this in multiple frames for a full story or photo series.


Whatever you decide, don’t overstay your welcome. Know when it’s time to say goodbye and offer to send the shop owner the resulting images, electronically or as prints!


[image: image]


Shoe Repair Shop / Barcelona, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/2.8, 1/200 sec., ISO 1250







  ASSIGNMENT 73


Artists and Their Spaces


ASSIGNMENT


This is an exercise close to my heart. I spent several months working on a series titled The Artist & The Space. I invite you to visit it in my portfolio on my website (www.valeriejardinphotography.com).


[image: image]


Carl / Minneapolis, 2018


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm


Even the smallest town will have an artist worth documenting. The art form doesn’t matter; the assignment is about documenting the artist in their space. Some art forms will imply more romantic settings than others. The painter’s studio will be a different exercise to document than the more industrial space of a glass artist, for example. This is what makes this project so fun and challenging.


TECHNIQUE


I always find it easy to ask like-minded people if I can photograph them in their space. They are artists, too, and they get it. Once you start the project, one artist will inevitably lead to another.


You need to make them feel really comfortable. Let them know that the goal is to photograph them at work. You need to be nimble and able to work in tight spaces. My recommendation is to use one camera and one fast prime lens. Unless you are working in a really large space, I recommend you shoot wide. A 24mm, 28mm, or 35mm full frame (or equivalent) is perfect! While the artist gets used to your presence, start photographing the space. This will help you get to know them more intimately. An object on a shelf may even spark a conversation that will help them relax. Look around the space and work with mirrors or other reflections. Do some creative framing. Get really close to shoot some details, including the artist’s hands.


[image: image]


[image: image]


You will find that some artists are chattier than others. You should be ready to work with that, and be able to work quickly while having a conversation, too.


This type of exercise in limitations will be an amazing learning experience. Also, you are working for yourself with full creative freedom. You don’t have a client to please so it’s the perfect time to experiment. Once you’re done, share the best photos with the artist—they will love them!
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  ASSIGNMENT 74


Photograph an Event


ASSIGNMENT


A car show, a dog show, a rodeo, a tattoo convention—there are public events to photograph all year round. I have my favorites, do you?


[image: image]


Car People at the Car Show / Minnesota, 2019


Fujifilm X100F, 23mm, f/5.6, 1/280 sec., ISO 200


TECHNIQUE


I find it a bit overwhelming to attend a big event without a plan. It’s so easy to get scattered that you may not photograph anything worthwhile unless you stick to a theme. Humor at a dog show, cars and their owners at a car show, people eating food on a stick at a fair—go with a plan and you’ll increase your chances to leave with a good series of photographs. Your photo walk will turn into a fun treasure hunt and keep you focused. Without a theme to keep your interest, you may not get into the zone and end up feeling discouraged.


[image: image]


The Dog Show / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2020


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/2.2, 1/100 sec., ISO 500







  ASSIGNMENT 75


Photograph a Fair at Night


ASSIGNMENT


Most towns host a fair during the summer months. It may be a large state fair or a small town carnival. The size doesn’t matter. Your assignment is to use the lights of the fair and the excitement in the crowd to make some fun photographs at night.


TECHNIQUE


I usually arrive at the fair around sunset to get the lay of the land. I look for rides and carnival booths that are the most popular and are brightly lit. Once it’s dark, I look for interesting faces in the crowd, expressions of excitement in children, or weariness in parents. I use a fast lens and I grab shots of faces illuminated by the light of the fair.


Don’t worry about ISO, but if your shutter speed drops below 1/60th of a second, you may want to go into burst mode to increase your chances of freezing the moment. Even in low-light and slow-shutter-speed situations, you are more likely to freeze motion and get a sharp shot when you shoot in bursts. Shoot wide open (largest aperture/smallest number) and try to keep a steady hand. I also recommend shooting in black and white to avoid the yellow colorcast that will undoubtedly ruin the mood in color. Shooting in black and white also has the advantage of making digital noise less obvious.


[image: image]


Anticipation / St. Paul, Minnesota, 2018


This young girl was waiting for her turn to get on the ride at the fair. Her face is lit by the bright lights of the carnival ride, and her smile shows anticipation and excitement.


Fujifilm X-Pro2, 35mm, f/2, 1/125 sec., ISO 320







  CONCLUSION


Get Lost on Purpose


Once you’ve completed all of the assignments, give yourself a pat on the back and hit the streets without a goal. This is my favorite way of photographing life: Getting lost on purpose with my camera. All of the techniques you’ve learned and practiced through this book will give you the tools necessary to become a better photographer. You will never see a shadow or silhouette the same way again. You will chase shafts of light and dog walkers, knowing how to approach each situation with the ability to create a memorable image. I hope our paths cross on the streets of the world someday soon.


Now it’s time to grab your camera, and hit the streets!


—Valérie Jardin
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