THE VISION COLLECTIVE: WEEK TEN
Simplify the Frame

One of the earliest pieces of advice I recall being given as a young photographer was that I should
fill the frame. As formulas go, it’s not bad, as long as what we mean is that our images will be
stronger if we intentionally fill the frame. It takes a while for some of us to be conscious of filling
the frame. Once we do, we have a more difficult task: to simplify the contents of that frame. It is not
that we fill the frame that is as important as how we fill the frame.

I believe every element in an image, intentional or not, exerts some pull on the eye, demands to be
seen, interpreted, and paid attention (I’ll discuss this idea of visual mass in a future lesson). If those
elements are important and need to be there, they either (or both) convey information or create
impact. But we can only pay attention to so much and too many elements will not magnify that
impact or information, but instead, dilute it. To simplify the frame to its most necessary elements is

to concentrate the impact of a photograph. It is generally the simplest images that are the most
powerful, the most elegant, the most compelling.
Antoine de Saint-Exupery said a “designer knows he has achieved perfection not when there is
nothing left to add but nothing left to take away.” Da Vinci said simplicity was “the ultimate form
of sophistication.” Author John Maeda (The Laws of Simplicity) suggests that “simplicity is about
subtracting the obvious and adding the meaningful.” There’s a common theme here: simplifying is
about cutting through the noise in order to get to the signal. As a photographer (or any artist, really),
we struggle to be heard, to be as clear as we can be, and simplifying the frame helps us do that. Here
are three starting points for you as you consider this.

1. Clarify Your Vision
You have to know what your subject is before you isolate it; this is the hard part. If you don’t know
what you want to say or how you want to say it, how in the world will you know what doesn’t
belong? This is just another reason I go on and on about the importance of vision and intent. If
you’re having a hard time simplifying your frame and removing the extraneous, it could be because
you’re really not sure what’s essential to expressing your vision, and that could well be because you
aren’t clear on your vision. Why did you want to make this photograph? What one thing do you
want to point to, illustrate, or raise questions about? How do you want this image to feel? What do
you want the photograph to be about? (see Weeks One and Three for more on this)

In Italy this year, I wanted to include more than the romantic idea of the place and include something more
contemporary. I settled on people on their phones and then set out to make this as clear as possible. In
this case, it was the use of silhouette. It's the gesture within the outline of the person in which I was most
interested, not the details, so the silhouette was a great solution. Find a background brighter than the
foreground, expose for the background, and wait for someone to walk through that darker foreground.

2. Isolate Your Subject

Someone once said that photography was the art of exclusion. What we choose to leave out is as
important as what we choose to leave in. Fortunately for us, the camera can do this in ways our eyes
can’t. Consider using the following to isolate your subject:


Depth of Field / Selective Focus - Your aperture is probably the most obvious means of
isolating a subject or an element in the frame.



Optics - Longer lenses can mean fewer elements in the frame. Wider lenses, pushed in
really close, can take advantage of foreshortening, so close elements get much larger and

other elements get smaller, effectively isolating the larger elements.


Light - Whether it’s natural or artificial, light can be effectively used to reveal and hide
elements.



Perspective - Moving from left to right or up and down can either hide elements or remove
them from view entirely.



Shutter speed - Slow that shutter down and moving elements will blur, allowing stationary
elements to stand out.



Patience - Sometimes all it takes is waiting for unwanted elements to disappear.

Be bold about this. If it doesn’t belong, exclude it, and keep excluding it until you’ve cut out one too
many things, then put it back. If the colour doesn’t contribute to the image, consider black and
white. If the lines aren’t working, consider a change in perspective or choice of frame. If the
moment isn’t working, wait. You are responsible for everything in that frame, and to give those
elements a fighting chance at working together you need to be willing to leave things out.

Three ways of isolating the subject and simplifying the frame.
Sub-Framing (top): This auto rickshaw driver framed in the window of his vehicle draws the eye and

makes it clear what I want you to look at.
Lighting (center): This man in Jodhpur was doing his morning crosswords, and the shaft of light keeps
the focus very tightly on this face and hands.
Silhouette (bottom): This Giant Manta and its escorts are much more powerfully isolated (and the frame
kept simple) by keeping all detail other than shape and colour hidden by exposing for the highlights
instead of the shadows.

Left: A longer lens, a beam of light, and some careful composition helps simplify this frame.
Right: This is also just a tighter lens and a beam of light, which helped pop the colour and pull the eye.
The geometry gives it interest and order without letting it get chaotic.

One Frame at a Time
One reason we become reluctant to leave things out is that they are, in fact, important. But
remember that just because they are important to the story doesn’t mean they have to be included in
this frame. Not every photograph tells the whole story, and often we’d be better making two, three,

or more photographs and letting each of these be powerful in their own way, than making one image
that’s a compromise and becomes weaker because we weren’t willing to simplify and exclude the
unnecessary. Better to have three powerful photographs than one mediocre one.

Creative Exercise

The point of this lesson is that you get out there with your camera and begin to simplify the frame,
making intentional, even ruthless, decisions about what gets excluded and what remains. So
obviously I’d like you to do that. But if you’re not sitting somewhere right now, camera in hand,
waiting to photograph, grab some of your images from the last year or two. A dozen ought to be a
good start. For each of them, identify your subject (not only what is the photograph of, but what is it
about). Is everything in the frame necessary? In some way, do all the elements contribute either
impact or information? Could you have got closer, or tighter? Would that have made the image
stronger? Could a change in your aperture or shutter speed have better isolated the subject? Would
any of these images be stronger in black and white?

Study The Masters

An enigma if ever there was one, Vivian Maier (1926-2009) was, on the surface, a reclusive
Chicago nanny with a penchant for hoarding newspapers. After her death, her photography was
discovered and published, and from what we know she would likely have preferred to remain
undiscovered. But her work reveals more to us than she probably ever revealed in life. Almost all
her photographs are black and white, made with a twin-lens reflex camera, and show a very
intentional sense of composition, moment, and juxtaposition. There is an incredible humanity to her
work that challenges me and pushes me deeper. Something about her work (even her self-portraits,
which don't usually stir me) hits an emotional note in me.

See her full website, owned and curated by John Maloof, here. This is a stunning website; you

could spend hours studying her large and well-presented photographs.

Further Study

I have two books of Maier's work: Vivian Maier: Street Photographer, which was
my first introduction to Maier's work; and the much better of the two, Vivian Maeir:
A Photographer Found, by John Maloof, is by the man that found and
popularized Vivian's work in 2009. Maloof's book is one of my favourite
photography books.

You can watch the documentary, Finding Vivian Maier, here. It'll cost you a
couple bucks, but it's a great watch.
As always, if you’re looking for me, you can find me on my blog, on Facebook, and on Instagram.

For the love of the photograph,
David duChemin

