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The Emotional Response
It is hard to define what the difference is between a skillful photographer and one whose
work stands out as exceptional in the minds of professional critics. There are many
lauded professionals whose work the general public (including many photographers who
make their living from day-to-day image capture) might dismiss as rather mundane,
uninteresting, or even 'dud'.
When academics who study photography are asked to explain the gap, they often don't
help because they use language that is far too ambiguous. What, for instance, does it
mean to say that one image lacks, while another has, 'sophistication'? What is
'sophistication'?
Like so many questions of aesthetics in photography there is no simple answer. In almost
any genre, there are some images that most viewers will respond to, and others that they
pass quickly by. There are images that are works of fine art, meticulously created, with
little resemblance to photographs, and others that are grabbed in the moment, using
primitive equipment and no attention to finesse at all. Yet both can be awarded the
accolade of being 'sophisticated'. What attracts us, in our fleeting first glimpse, is
something that tweaks an emotional chord.
This is not to say that all pictures of cute animals and adorable infants, are 'sophisticated'.
Quite the opposite. However, they do fulfill the first requirement - they provoke an
emotional response. While the internet can express a collective 'ooh, aah' at the sight of
kittens, puppies, baby elephants, and miniature humans, this is most definitely not
'sophisticated'.

Emotions are deeply personal things. They can be manipulated, controlled, and
suppressed. For many people, other than the primary emotions, they largely operate in
the unconscious. Building on the work of Aristotle and Darwin, the psychologist Plutchik
identified eight of these primary emotions; Fear, Anger, Sadness, Joy, Disgust, Surprise,
Trust, and Anticipation. They 'flavour' our response to almost everything that is going on
in the world around us. According to his theory, individually or in combination, they can
evoke behaviour by causing neural pathways to be activated. Thus fear, perhaps with
anticipation, can prompt the fight, flee, or freeze response.
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A 'sophisticated' image is, therefore, one that triggers a viewer's emotional response some will do so universally, others will only do so for the photographer. The job of the
photographer is to help the image provoke this. Occasionally, the subject of the image is
such that the photographer needs only to record what is happening and can be assured of
an emotional response in most viewers. While this can seem easy, all kinds of preparatory
work on their part may have helped to improve the chances of the viewer experiencing
that emotional 'kick'.
In some ways, the basic control of the cameras, ensuring proper exposure, focus, and
composition, are crucial to this, but there's more that can be done. Does the subject cry
out to be rendered in dark, low key light, or in bright, burnt-in, white? Creative use of
depth of field, selecting the best point of view - from aloft, fully frontal, or looking up from
the floor - and applying the 'rules' of composition (or breaking them) can increase the
chances of provoking the emotional response.
Post-processing provides a further raft of creative possibilities, and it is probably fair to say
that many popular, commercial greetings cards images have had a reasonable amount of
tweaking in this way to have the maximum likelihood of provoking an emotional "Wow!"
Few photography books go as far as to mention the emotional response, and many
photographers don't consider it; relying instead on fairly mechanical rules of thumb that
collective wisdom tells us will produce a better picture. No one can blame them, because
most photography is paid for by people who want this kind of stimulation, and the

'customer is always right'. Even within this limited approach, there are so many variables
that very few books have managed a comprehensive review of them. "The Photographer's
Eye" by Michael Freeman being an exception.
However, there is a deeper level to all of this, a more philosophical one, seen in the
analyses of Barthes, Berger, Coles, and Sontag - four authors who feature in most degree
course reading lists. In their own way, they each explore different aspects of the
'emotional response'.
If I see an image of a man being beaten, with blood on his chest, and clearly a victim, I feel
something. The qualities of this feeling depend as much on me, as on the subject. Does it
anger me? Disgust me? Sadden me? And to what extent? What prompts me to respond
in these particular ways, to experience these specific emotions? This is all very personal.
Of course, the photographer too, in selecting their subject, and deciding how to represent
it, is prone to all the same questions. The photographer, in this way, is a viewer too,
drawing on their own emotional response to the original subject to determine how they
will represent it to their audience, aware that this too will potentially provoke very different
responses in the viewers. While the photographer may be disgusted by a particular scene,
a viewer might even experience sexual anticipation. What might sadden the photographer
might anger the viewer, and so on.
Unravelling these complex responses, identifying them, and responding to them, is where
'critical theory' comes to bear.
'Critical theory' is a term that has two contexts; in sociology it is the reflective analysis of
culture, but more loosely it describes a form of literary criticism drawing on many different
perspectives. In order to appreciate a piece of literature fully, we need to understand the
narrative itself (the story), the context in which it is set (the period or state of the world),
the language in which it was originally written and its subtleties, the culture in which that
language arose, the personal life of the author at the time they wrote it, and their earlier

history (especially anything that might have influenced them while they were writing this
particular work), as well as their unique family circumstances and cultural influences. Of
course, we also need to understand our own context. The circumstances in which we are
reading the piece, our own educational, cultural, psychological, and familial backgrounds,
will all influence how we perceive the piece too. There will be more factors, but those will
do for now. The importance of each will vary from one piece of work to another. Some
people feel it is important to understand (or to theorise about) every one of these factors
in order to truly appreciate the nuances of the story. Others think that this is a load of
intellectual claptrap and a good story is a good story regardless. There’s almost certainly a
middle ground.
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Exactly the same process is part of the development of a photographer. When we look at a
photograph that prompts an emotional response, we begin by identifying what type of
response it is, then we start a process of unfolding our story - our narrative - which might
explain why we have that response. By raising something that has previously been buried
in the unconscious into the conscious, we allow ourselves to make choices about the
response and how we manage it in the future.
The creative process is said to be a therapeutic one. This is one way in which it works.
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The Black and White Challenge
This project began as a simple challenge, delivered by a friend, to present one black and
white image each day for a week. The only constraints imposed were to avoid including
people or pets, and not to add any explanation when they were first shared. I cross
posted the results on my general Facebook timeline, and on the Facebook pages of the
RPS (Royal Photographic Society) Documentary Group and RPS Contemporary Group. The
comments have been very interesting, though the idea of critical analysis is largely
unmentioned.
So, to illustrate the impact of our past on our images as photographers (or on our response
to other people's images), I thought I would annotate each picture in the series of seven
with my own analysis - some of it is bound to be intimate, but it is being open to this that
makes this all so important.
The images are representative of my general work at the current time; I make NO claim
that they are 'sophisticated' - I have a long way to go yet!

Rousham House, Oxfordshire

When I was very young, my father taught me the basic skills of photography, including
processing in the darkroom, and from then on I was fascinated by the Zone System used
by Ansel Adams. I often try to emulate this in my post-processing. This image of Rousham
House at dusk with the mist rising from the pasture had a wide spectrum of tones already.
It fills me with a sense of acceptance - of security - which takes me back to evenings in the
stuffy darkroom, trying to dodge and burn an image, with my father (now sadly passed
away) overseeing the operation (and the chemicals).
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With its dark tones and air of mystery, it would be easy for this to be scary to others prompting some apprehension. At first, I included some foreground objects, but realised
that they disturbed the feeling of being protected.

Trees, Blenheim Palace

Rounding a corner, we were confronted by these illuminated trees. Simultaneously, we
both went "Wow!", there was such a sense of amazement. In my mind, I was taken back to
my childhood when my bedroom window looked out onto a railway embankment. On one
occasion, all through the night, there were workmen using special trains to maintain the
tracks, and huge arc lights to see what they were doing. The power of the light rendered
the scene into monochrome and, being largely unidirectional, cast deep shadows. I spent
the night watching them work, it would have been pointless my parents trying to stop me.
Every detail of the scene was etched in my mind, scrutinised and somehow fitted into my
inquisitive mind. I remember being strangely satisfied when light began to rise, and they
packed up and cleared the track again for the daily commuter trains.
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Ever since, I have had a fascination for the flat illumination of scenes at night. I had an
article published in Camera Weekly, years ago, in which I illuminated buildings with a
flashgun - painting them with light.
So, whereas some people will respond to a scene like that of these trees with trepidation,
their wonderment mixed with fear, my own is this sense of surprise and awe.

London Bridge

This image is one of a series exploring ways of preventing drowning. I have devoted a lot
of time since I was 16 to this. Official statistics are poor and politically manipulated, but the
majority, we now know, are intentional. Being particularly familiar with the theme, my
attention was caught first by the small Samaritans sign. The emotional response was one of
optimism.
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While drowning is a tragic event, and many people considering it will be saddened, my
emotional response is different. Why? My father built a shallow swimming pool in our back
garden when I was a child. I would lie on my tummy rescuing countless insects and
watching them 'recover' as the vast majority did. From time to time, a vole or shrew would
fall victim. At that age, I barely understood the difference, and would try to dry them and
hope that they too might survive. Perhaps, once or twice, one did! My emotional
excitement at having achieved this, and saved them, clearly exceeded any sense of despair
at the loss of many others.

Shoe, Oxfordshire

This shoe had been recovered from a stream, beside a parking spot on a quiet country
lane, and placed on the parapet of the bridge above. It had clearly been in the water for a
while, and I photographed it without moving it.
I've often noticed discarded shoes or clothing on the roadside or when out walking and
they tend to provoke the same emotional response - a sense of sadness. Those I shared
the image with had different reactions: surprise and anger being fairly common.
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So why do these things make me sad? A long time ago, I lost my virginity on the back seat
of a car, parked in just such a place, to a woman much older than me. While I have no
regrets, it was definitely not the kind of empowering experience that I might have hoped
for. I am sure that I am not the only one to have had this sense of disappointment. This
rather forlorn feeling was reflected in the shoe, obviously once a sparkling symbol of
someone's optimism, now disintegrating in the river, but seen looking into the distance, as
if it was searching for a better future.

Motorcycle and sidecar, Steeple Aston

There have been a lot of 'forced perspective' shots on the internet in recent years, and I
usually experience a sense of amusement - a bit of interest and surprise - when I see them.
For me, the novelty doesn't last long, though I respect the creativity of photographers
who have made it into an art form or a very different angle on travel photography. I
thought I'd have a try myself. I chose a model from my late-father's collection - those silly
little stocking fillers that my mother would give him for his birthday. Motorcycles and
sidecars played an important part in their lives, as my father was disabled and couldn't
drive until he was in his 50s. Until then, he rode a motorcycle and sidecar adapted for allhands control. They even appeared on a BBC South Today news programme once.
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I was out on a walk, and wanted a backdrop that would provide some interest - albeit out
of focus - and where I could easily spend a few moments positioning the toy. I spotted the
church with its gravel path, popped the toy down and took a couple of shots. I wanted to
get the whole of the church in the frame and this affected the position of the bike. The act
of taking the picture was a learning curve for me, it was also rushed, and so there's a lot
that I shall do differently next time.
However, the important thing here was the emotional response that it provoked in me.
When I got home and loaded the image into Capture One, I felt a powerful wave of
sadness sweep over me. Not only was the composition poor, but here was my father's
bike posed against a gloomy silhouetted old church, empty, and looking as though it was
trying to escape.

Moonrise, Lower Heyford, Oxfordshire

Feeling under pressure to get an image for the challenge, I emerged into a recently
ploughed field just as the sun was setting and casting deep shadows across the scene. The
intensity of the light immediately brought amazement and apprehension. How was I
possibly going to turn this wonderful scene into an image - where there was no point of
interest and all that broke up the simple textures was a tree to the left? My immediate
thought was to try to produce a high dynamic range (HDR) image. I took three images and
post-processed them accordingly. When I posted them on one of the RPS sites, there was
more technical feedback than with any of the other images. My composition was
challenged. Was the tree too far into the image? Were the leading lines going towards
the tree or radiating from it? Why had I used HDR?
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Back to Capture One, with a little care, one of the pictures, produced a sharper picture
with a subtler gray scale. What became more obvious was the small dot of the moon
rising. The HDRs had masked this. Here was my point of interest.
Looking at the image now, having learned quite a lot in the process, and comparing the
process used by Ansel Adams to produce his iconic picture of a moon rise over Hernandez
Valley, New Mexico, I would again tackle it differently and with more confidence. I am not
suggesting that my picture is in any way comparable, but it leaves me with a sense of
optimism generally, while the setting sun is almost universally a sign of an ending, the
rising moon is actually the first step in starting a new day.

Primitive encampment, Oxfordshire

This set of three primitive dwellings were under construction in a coppice. I had
deliberately taken only an ultra wide angle lens with me. It proved a challenge to focus
properly and so several of the images had only one element in focus. However, these
structures would have been hard to discern if all the components had been sharp anyway.
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I studied natural sciences, yet struggled with field work. I was not a good field scientist,
often felt out of my depth and my confidence was undermined. This probably explains the
sadness that I felt when I found this shelter. Clearly the people who had made this were
very competent. This undoubtedly influenced my approach to photographing them.
Under other circumstances, I would have scrambled inside, taken images of the wall
structure, or close ups of the construction.
Returning home, seen as the viewer rather than the immediate photographer, this image
stood out. Several images were of the entrances to the structures. I was a stranger,
looking in. There was certainly a sense of trepidation; it was dangerous to pass through.
Where did this response come from? As I sit and reflect, one possible root comes to mind.
As a small boy, my grandparents lived in a small cottage. I slept in the attic, and got to it
by passing through a curtain in their bedroom and climbing the stairs behind it. My
memories are limited, but I recall coming back downstairs one evening having gone to
bed, and being scared to go through the curtain. I sat on the lowest stair, listening to
them in the kitchen. I wanted to be with my grandparents, but was 'trapped' and could
only hear them. Eventually, my grandmother came up to check on me. I rushed back into
bed, and hid under the bedding - terrified that she would think that I was frightened.
I suspect she heard something, and I've no reason to think that she would have been
anything other than concerned for me, but that's not how young children's minds work.
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