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Lesson 4:
Composing the Photograph

Form + Content + Context = Meaning




Materials needed:

Computer
Digital projector
Cameras or smartphones

Reference works:

Henri Cartier-Bresson
Kwame Brathwaite

Students will

Know: How to define the “decisive moment.” Life is happening all
around us; the camera is a tool that allows us to focus on and assign
meaning to moments in the flow of time.

Understand: Composition is the arrangement of pictorial features within
the edges of the picture frame. The photographer’s decisions about when
to make an image can create a whole new meaning out of a scene.

Do: Frame images intentionally and draw a distinction between what is
seen and what is photographed.
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Artist bios and project info

Henri Cartier-Bresson (born in Chanteloup-en-Brie, France, 1908;

died in Céreste-en-Luberon, France, 2004) was a photographer who
traveled throughout Europe, Africa, Asia, and North and South America
photographing various communities during times of unrest as well as
glimpses into the lives of individuals across cultures. He used a handheld
camera so he could be quick, documenting everything from busy Parisian
street life to laborers in China. Cartier-Bresson coined the term decisive
moment, which describes the exact instant an event is captured by a
photographer—freezing that moment in time. The photographer wrote
extensively about this concept, which is a defining component of the
composition and content of the images he created throughout his career.
An example of this can be seen in our reference image Behind the Gare

St. Lazare (1932), in which the person in the photograph is seen jumping
through a puddle, his motion held perfectly at a brief moment in which he is
airborne above the water.

“Sometimes it happens that you stall, delay, wait for something to
happen. Sometimes you have the feeling that here are all the makings of
a picture—except for just one thing that seems to be missing. But what
one thing? Perhaps someone suddenly walks into your range of view.
You follow his progress through the viewfinder. You wait and wait, and
then finally press the button—and you depart with the feeling (though
you don’t know why) that you’ve really got something. Later . . . you’ll
observe that, if the shutter was released at the decisive moment, you have
instinctively fixed a pattern without which the photograph would have
both been formless and lifeless.”

—Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Mind’s Eye (2005), 33

Kwame Brathwaite (born in Brooklyn, 1938; died in Manhattan, 2023) was
a photographer who documented Black artists, musicians, athletes, dancers,
models, and designers and sought to showcase the creativity, determination,
and power of the African diaspora. Brathwaite was known for using

his photography to popularize the political slogan “Black Is Beautiful”
throughout the 1950s and *60s. Photographing in both black and white and
in color, Brathwaite created significant portraits of Black communities in
New York, focusing on individuals’ connections to one another, moments
of collective joy, and everyday beauty. Brathwaite’s photographs, which
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utilized the power of music, style, and togetherness to advance social Lesson p|an
justice, are now a part of the Black Freedom Movement’s visual canon.

“I have often been asked how I was granted so much access as a ® Key concept: Photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson described the
photographer. It was the fact that people trusted me to get it right, to “decisive moment” as the instant in which all the elements of a scene
tell the truth in my work. I wanted viewers to feel like they were having come together to create an image that is full of meaning. It is the just-
this experience through my eyes, through my lens, as if they were there right moment when the photographer makes the picture that shapes our
themselves.” understanding of the image. We often think about movement here: the
— Kwame Brathwaite, Black Is Beautiful (2019), 8 gestures, facial expressions, and positioning of people and things in the

frame, but it also has to do with the light and other visual aspects of the
picture. A key element to this concept is timing: The photographer waits
to make a photo at the exact moment when all the visual elements align
to express their idea. The final result is called a composition—how all the
elements are arranged in the picture.

® Consider the reference work by Henri Cartier-Bresson: While looking
at the Cartier-Bresson image, consider the following questions: What
stories does this picture tell? Which compositional elements are used
to tell this story? What are some details you notice? Any shapes, lines,
negative space? What visual information do the shapes or other formal
elements contain? Describe the gestures and facial expressions of
the figures. How do they contribute to the story in the picture? How
might this photograph be different if the photographer had made ita
few seconds later? Do you think this was a good moment to make the
picture? Why or why not?

® Consider reference works by Kwame Brathwaite: Another element
that affects composition is whether a photograph is posed, staged,
candid, or spontaneous, like Cartier-Bresson’s photo. Look at the
photographs by Brathwaite and discuss the different strategies he used
to compose his images. Is the photograph of Abbey Lincoln posed or
candid? Consider: What clues are there in the image that tell you this is
a musical performance? Brathwaite states that his aim was to translate
the essence of this experience to the viewer, make them feel and hear
it. Can you hear what she might be singing? Do you think it’s a slow
ballad or an upbeat song? Why? Describe using visual evidence from
the composition. How do you think the choice to make a planned or
spontaneous photograph adds to the image’s meaning?
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® Photo exercise: Take students outdoors to make three “decisive
moment” photographs. Ask participants to choose or create a subject in
motion (one might look to a passing car or falling leaf, for example, or
even ask a sitter to jump) to practice taking a photo at a decisive moment.
Remind them to think about the camera they’re using: Ifit’s an SLR or Going further
smartphone, it probably makes a photograph as they press the shutter.
Ifit’s a point-and-shoot camera, it probably has a delay that needs to be
accounted for. This exercise works best in bright light.

Read: “Black Is Beautiful,” Tanisha C. Ford. This article originally appeared
in Aperture, issue 228, “Elements of Style.”

Read: “Composition and Framing,” from Free Learning Guide: Larry Fink
on Composition and Improvisation, 4
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https://aperture.org/from-the-archive/kwame-brathwaite-black-is-beautiful/
https://aperture.org/magazine/aperture-228/
https://aperture.org/books/educational/larry-fink-on-composition-and-improvisation-2/
https://aperture.org/books/educational/larry-fink-on-composition-and-improvisation-2/

Henri Cartier-Bresson, Behind the Gare St. Lazare, 1932;
from Henri Cartier-Bresson: The Mind’s Eye (Aperture,
Lesson 4: Composing the Photograph 2005)



Kwame Brathwaite, Abbey Lincoln singing at an AJASS
event, Harlem, ca. 1964; from Kwame Brathwaite: Black Is
Lesson 4: Composing the Photograph Beautiful (Aperture, 2019)



Kwame Brathwaite, Grandassa Models at the Merton
Simpson Gallery, New York, ca. 1967; from Kwame
Lesson 4: Composing the Photograph Brathwaite: Black Is Beautiful (Aperture, 2019)



Kwame Brathwaite, Grandassa Models at Garvey Day
Parade, Harlem, ca. 1965; from Kwame Brathwaite: Black Is
Lesson 4: Composing the Photograph Beautiful (Aperture, 2019)
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