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Introduction

“First of all, don’t let the look of this book fool you. It’s not a book of pictures. This is a book of ideas.”

That’s how the introduction to this volume’s predecessor, Photo Idea Index: Places, began. And, because it’s a line that applies just as truthfully to Photo Idea Index: Things, I’m repeating it here. These two books—as well as everything else I’ve had published up to this point—have this in common: they are what if books rather than how to books. In the case of the Photo Idea Index series, this means the images inside aren’t meant as demonstrations of what I personally can do with a camera, but as suggestions of what you might want to try with yours.

Take, for example, this volume’s first photo. Yes, you could legitimately see it as a picture of light bulb. But I’d like to suggest that you view it as a brainstorming prompt that could lead to thoughts like, “What if I went around my house and tried to take some studio-quality shots of household objects?” or, “What if I bought some sheets of decorative paper from the art store and kept them on hand as backdrop material for all kinds of photos?” or, “What if I purchased a macro lens for my SLR so I could capture some really crisp photos of the intricate and tiny details of things around me?”

Don’t take this emphasis on creativity and brainstorming to mean that this book contains no how to information. It does. Quite a bit, in fact. The last two pages of each chapter feature text related to that chapter’s images. Sometimes the text conveys creativity-based ideas; sometimes it tells a story related to capturing that particular image; and sometimes it pertains to technical information regarding either the camera’s settings or how the image was digitally processed in Photoshop.

And speaking of Photoshop, I mention its use liberally at the end of each chapter. Photoshop was my digital darkroom tool of choice for this book because I am a fan of its capabilities and functionality, and also because it’s the most widely used image-processing software among photo professionals and hobbyists around the globe. If you’ve worked in Photoshop for any length of time, it’s likely you’ll be familiar with the adjustments, commands and filters I’ve used to treat this book’s images. If you are unfamiliar with the Photoshop operations being mentioned, take heart: even the newest Photoshop users should be able to implement the featured treatments with a modest amount of hands-on practice (and possibly some consultation with the users’ manual).

If you don’t use Photoshop at all—or are a photographer who shoots with film—I believe you’ll still find the digital effects mentioned in this book relevant: Most of the techniques described ahead can not only be mimicked by people who use other image-processing programs, they can also be replicated in the darkroom.

One more note about the digital side of things. Computers and software are ever-evolving. Some of the digital effects mentioned on these pages are sure to be updated, augmented or abolished at some point in time. As an example of what I’m talking about, a new version of Photoshop came out between the time this book was published and when its predecessor, Photo Idea Index: Places was released. The update included a treatment called the BLACK AND WHITE adjustment, and it proved to be a far more nifty way of converting photos to monochrome than what was available when I was working on the earlier book. (The method of monochrome conversion described in the earlier book still works, but the newer software makes the procedure far more efficient and versatile.) As far as the usefulness of this book is concerned, I’m not worried about these inevitable technological upgrades, and I don’t think you need to be, either: The ideas presented here will remain valid regardless of changes in the means to pursue them.

No book is a cinch to put together, but for this one I really did enjoy snapping photos, digitally treating the results, and writing about it. Thank you for picking up a copy of Photo Idea Index: Things. I hope its content will confirm—and raise—the enthusiasm you feel for photographing the things around you.
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1

Extraordinary

Everything is photogenic. Every person, place and thing has something extraordinary to offer a creative and resourceful photographer—it’s usually just a matter of capturing the shot from the right viewpoint, in flattering light or in an intriguing context.

Things are the subjects-of-choice for this book. And here, in the opening chapter, the focus is on finding interesting and attractive ways of photographing particularly ordinary things—the kinds of objects you’re likely to find around the house, office or neighborhood.

This book’s images are presented without text. Technical information, anecdotal tidbits and project ideas related to each section’s photos are contained in the last two pages of each chapter.

[image: 2]







[image: 9781600610448_0013_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0014_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0015_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0016_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0017_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0018_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0019_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0020_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0021_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0022_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0023_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0024_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0025_001]

[image: 9781600610448_0026_001]







Pick up a light bulb. Look at it. It’s a very ordinary thing, isn’t it? Now, how about fetching a camera and spending an hour taking pictures of this unassuming subject of yours? Strive to shoot only photos that feel original and intriguing. How far can you take this? Will your hour of picture-taking turn into two? Three? You might be surprised how a simple creative exercise like this can boost your esteem for everyday objects and your range of photographic skills and approaches.

[image: 9781600610448_0027_001]

It’s amazing what a backdrop can do. For example, consider the lively conveyances this light bulb has gained simply by being placed on a sheet of decorative art paper. I keep a large folder of assorted papers and fabrics behind a set of shelves in my studio: It’s great to have these ready-to-go backdrops around when I want to spice up a photo.


If time allows, ponder the qualities of whatever it is you want to take a picture of—before you begin shooting. Look closely at the forms, features and textures that define your subject. Ask yourself, what are this thing’s most interesting and descriptive attributes? Where should I place the camera in order to capture these details? Is the prevailing light adequate for a good shot, or will I need to do something to improve the scene’s illumination? Can I place this thing in a certain setting to convey an intriguing message?

[image: 9781600610448_0027_002]

This spread, from left: the bulb’s lit filament is shot with a 100mm macro lens; an end-view of the bulb, converted to a monochrome image using Photoshop’s BLACK AND WHITE effect; the bulb’s curved glass is used to warp the form of a nearby building; and the bulb after a makeover using a permanent marker and a scrap from the sheet of paper featured on the previous spread.


What about using Photoshop to convert your image(s) into a more graphic form of art? The flower-like design used for this page’s background pattern was built by combining two views of the bulb’s base. The illustration of the large bulb was created by applying a THRESHOLD adjustment to an ordinary photo of the bulb. Panels of pink and gold were painted into a layer beneath the bulb. The soft white fringe around the bulb was adding by using the OUTER GLOW effect.

[image: 9781600610448_0027_003]

I still had a couple shots planned for my light bulb when it was accidently knocked loose from its perch on a tall stand. This minor studio disaster turned out to be an opportunity in disguise (as minor studio disasters often do). The image on this page was created by photographing the bulb’s remains and then adding a lit filament that was digitally borrowed from another image. Since the broken bulb emitted no light of its own, a small flashlight was aimed into the scene to create a pool of illumination.


Moving outdoors now... a trio of carved pumpkins share laughs (and a fright) on a porch rail. When you come across a ready-made scene like this, explore different vantage points from which to shoot—look for the ones that produce a likable composition and an agreeable interaction between the subject and its backdrop.

[image: 9781600610448_0027_004]

How about bringing some elements from the natural world inside for a photo session? This maple leaf was brought into my studio where it was clipped to a stand and lit with the narrow beam of a keychain light. The camera was set on a tripod since the low light conditions called for long exposures. A 100mm macro lens was used for the shot.


A set of old-school pinhole images—shot with a modern digital SLR. A pinhole lens was created by using a needle to poke a tiny hole in the SLR’s removable dust cover (the cover that’s unscrewed from the camera’s body before attaching a regular lens). There are many different ways of using your SLR to take pinhole images— this is just one of them. My advice: Do an online search for the latest tips, techniques and photographic samples.
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A tripod is usually needed to steady the camera when taking pictures through a pinhole lens (a typical pinhole exposure may last anywhere from 3 to 20 seconds). Digital SLRs take some of the guesswork out of determining correct exposure times for this type of shooting since they allow the photographer to review their shots and make adjustments according to what is seen on the LCD.


A willing and attractive model for your next photoshoot is only as far away as the produce section of your neighborhood grocery. What’s more, vegetables and fruits rarely complain, are almost always available on short notice, and come in an amazing assortment of attractive shapes, sizes and skin tones. On this page, an artichoke poses boldly against a sheet of decorative art paper.

[image: 9781600610448_0028_002]

If you work as a graphic designer, you may have access to a camera you didn’t even know about. That’s right—the flatbed scanner you usually use to scan two-dimensional artwork, documents and photographic prints. Here, images of a halved onion and a trio of winter squashes have been captured by laying the subjects directly on the glass of an inexpensive scanner. (A cheaper model was used since I like the banded look of its imperfect images.) A cloth was laid on top of the onion and squashes to provide a backdrop.


As I write this book, I have an ongoing project in the works: to photograph every cup of coffee I brew or purchase for one year. The photos are snapped with little or no pre-planning, using a carry-along digital camera. The project is proving beneficial in more ways than I had anticipated: It’s acting as a record of places I’ve been and things I’ve been up to from day to day; it gives my creative eye regular workouts (2+ times a day); and it serves as a reminder to keep a camera with me whenever I leave the house.

[image: 9781600610448_0028_003]

How about you? Do you have a daily routine you could turn into a creative workout? And what if you did begin a project such as this—what could you do with all your accumulated images? Some ideas: Compile the shots into a slide show or mini movie (complete with voice-over and/or musical soundtrack); display the images as a wall-filling home or gallery installation; insert the pictures into a scrapbook; or use the photos to fill the pages of a handmade book.


Interested in another creative exercise? Simply grab your camera and see how many different photos you can take within a confined space (a room, office or backyard, for instance) in an hour. The shots can be large-scale or close-ups, and the subjects can be shot realistically or as abstract impressions. Anything goes since the point of this exercise is simply to have a good time using the camera (neither stress nor overly high expectations are allowed) while stretching your creative instincts and technical abilities.

[image: 9781600610448_0028_004]

This type of picture-taking exercise is one of my favorites. Not only does it have all kinds of creative and skill-related benefits, it’s also a lot of fun. Don’t believe me? Give it a try the next time you’re scratching your head over how to spend the next hour (or looking for a form of entertainment that doesn’t involve the television or the Internet). The photos on this spread are from a set of images I snapped with simple digital camera over the course of an hour spent in my kitchen.



2

Collections

In spite of appearances, this isn’t a chapter about doors and gates. The real purpose of this section is to promote the idea of capturing sets of related images, and also to demonstrate how broadly a collection’s defining theme can be interpreted.

Photographic collections can be built around tangible subjects such as flowers, antique cars or cups of coffee. They can also be centered around abstract concepts like red, overhead, joyful or melancholy.

Got some collections in the works? If not, consider starting one (or several). Building collections is practical: sets of related images tend to be more appealing to galleries and stock-photo companies than portfolios of unrelated photos. Building collections is also good for a photographer’s powers of observation, since it provides ongoing incentive to keep one’s eyes open for potential subject matter.
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Some gates have a kinder way of saying keep out than others. This ornate wrought iron fence outside a church in Siena, Italy, conveys its message and purpose far more eloquently than most. I collect images of doors and gates whenever I travel and wherever I go.
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Interested in a few idea-starters for a collection of your own? Consider these: doors, gates, flowers, old tools, friends’ shoes, friends’ pets, hubcaps, crushed aluminum cans, empty bottles, mailboxes, chimneys, doghouses, window reflections, parking meters, garage sale signs, blurry people, hats, dumpsters, window planters, radio towers, junk food, mobile homes, numbers, letters or symbols. (See for multiple examples of these last three items.)


Here, the solid rectangular form of a colorful door contrasts nicely with the fine and dark configuration of the gate before it. Photoshop’s CURVES controls were used to heighten the contrast between the dark gate and the white wall. HUE /SATURATION adjustments were made to intensify the door’s red hue while muting suggestions of any other colors in the scene.

[image: 9781600610448_0045_002]

When you travel to a foreign place, keep your eyes and mind open for the kinds of details that contribute to your visual and emotional perceptions of that place. I found the gilded and carved doorways to be just such defining detail during my month-long trip to Italy in 2007—along with swift mopeds, ancient cobbled streets, tiny cups of perfect espresso and spectacular public paintings and sculptures. I snapped dozens of photos of each during my visit.


In stark contrast with the ornate entrances on the previous spreads, serviceability is the theme that connects the doorways shown here. And, in keeping with the no-nonsense nature of the subjects pictured on these two pages, the images have been given a utilitarian treatment in Photoshop: The photos’ colors have been desaturated using HUE/SATURATION controls, and their contrast has been beefed up with CURVES adjustments.
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Not a lot going on in this photo, is there? Or is there? Minimalist artists might argue that the less you put into a composition, the more room there is for viewers’ imaginations to roam.


Once they make their way through the opening of the skyward-facing exit/entrance at the top of the Guinigi Tower in Lucca, Italy, visitors find themselves on an observation deck high above the city, and in the surprising company of a group of well-rooted and flourishing trees.
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It’s difficult for any camera to properly expose all areas of a scene that contains both very dark and very bright areas. When shooting under these conditions, your best bet is usually to try for proper exposure in the scene’s brighter portions, and to use Photoshop’s SHADOW/HIGHLIGHT controls to bring sufficient detail back into the image’s underexposed darker regions.


Whether you’re collecting butterflies, stamps or photos of doorways, rare and outlandish specimens add to the value of your collection. I came across this set of oddly-configured doors just below the tower featured in the previous photo.

[image: 9781600610448_0046_001]

Being an American, I was drawn to the way in which the passage of time was conveyed through many of the aging doorways (and former doorways—as seen in this page’s center image) I came across in Italian towns and cities. After all, I come from the Northwestern United States where the very oldest structures would be considered mere infants by European standards.


A locked and gated door limits access to a bricked-over railway tunnel between two towns of Italy’s Cinque Terre. The image was originally shot in color, then converted to grayscale using Photoshop’s BLACK-AND-WHITE controls. A CURVES adjustment layer was used to amplify the dramatic presence of the tangle of vines tracing the tunnel’s arched entrance.

[image: 9781600610448_0046_002]

A wall of stones follows the terraced landscape of the coastal town of Vernazza, Italy. The painted blue doors in the wall lead to private overlooks above the similarly colored Mediterrenean Sea. HUE/SATURATION controls were used to boost the blue of the doors while simultaneously restraining the scene’s other hues.


Open gates invite entry. This is true in real life—and also in photography where the image of an open gate or door can beckon a viewer’s attention into a scene. Here, with its gate ajar, a wrought iron fence wraps around a group of turn-of-the-century grave markers in Charleston, South Carolina.

[image: 9781600610448_0046_003]

The geometric forms of a metal gate frame the view of a band of greenery between two tall buildings in Charleston’s historic downtown district. This curious greenbelt is more than just a random congregation of plants—a shop owner from one of the adjacent buildings noticed my appreciation of the space and came outside to let me know it was under her personal care and supervision.


Doors of different sorts. Near page: A metal-clad hallway leads to a sturdy steel door inside an auto ferry. Opposite: A handpainted message at the entrance to a rural road has been painted onto a vintage truck’s door. Both photos were shot using a 15mm fisheye lens.

[image: 9781600610448_0046_004]

If you are interested in presenting a collection of related images, think about coming up with an in-common way of treating the photos. For instance, convert all the images to black and white, tint each in a similar way, or show every photo with its hues richly saturated. (You’ll notice this chapter’s collected images of doors and gates have not been given an in-common treatment—this is simply because I wanted to present a wide variety of presentation options throughout its pages.)





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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