
 

Tutor report 

Overall Comments 
Well presented blog/learning log and inclusion of prints (always a plus but not 
strictly compulsory) and written evaluation. You have addressed the ‘decisive 
moment’ largely as a technique, although there is a lack of context both in 
compositional terms as well as critically for the viewer. This isn’t a criticism as 
such so long as you begin to see the significance of this formal - and 
conceptual idea behind Cartier Bresson’s dictum. Of course, you could have 
questioned the rigour of this historical theme (as it has been critiqued since 
the 1950s especially to the present day). Some research on some more 
significant related practitioners both in terms of choice of subject (nature, 
wildlife) and practitioners who have had significant publications and 
exhibitions (David Doubilet, Even Garry Winnogrand and his ‘zoo’), this would 
make the images ‘about something’ rather than technique led descriptions of 
wildlife. The last image of the children begins to do this.  

The images fulfil the outcome of the unit and are quite engaging overall. One 
or two of them don’t quite work as ‘decisive moments’ or are repeats of 
another (in terms of their ‘core’ subject or motif); and there is a surfeit of 
shallow depth of field and a need to show ‘bokeh’ effect (is there a reason for 
this?) which tends to hamper reading of the birds’ reactions with each other 
and their relation with the human world. 

Assessment potential  
I understand your aim is to go for the Photography/Creative Arts* Degree and that you plan to submit 

your work for assessment at the end of this course. From the work you have shown in this assignment, 
providing you commit yourself to the course, I believe you have the potential to succeed at assessment.  
In order to meet all the assessment criteria, there are certain areas you will need to focus on, which I will 
outline in my feedback.     
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Feedback on assignment  
Demonstration of technical and Visual Skills, Quality of Outcome, 
Demonstration of Creativity  

Remember that Bresson’s dictum is about how form and content coalesce. 
The precise framing and composition which give the subject significance. Its a 
conceptual idea as well as a technique based device - the precise time where 
these elements come together to make the picture narrative: ‘about 
something’. For first year modules/units this is fine as you are finding your 
way. Image 1, 2 and 7 summaries the event quite well ; although I would add 
that possible use of long lenses and shallow depth of field doesn’t allow 
sharpness so that we can see context.  

Some of the evaluation of images makes too many assumptions about the 
‘macro’ ‘reading’ (see below) of the image before you’ve really begun to 
explore the ‘micro’ aspects of the image which may (or may not) give rise to 
this interpretation. Work on some ‘reading of images’ research (enclosed) as 
well as consider the idea of an integration between form and content and the 
resulting context. 

It is evident that you are shooting a place where you may not be able to get 
close to the subject. This may effect how you think each image relates to the 
concept of the ‘decisive moment’ as well as making it ‘about something’ other 
than recording wildlife for its own sake. Overall however, the images are fine 
for this as an exercise, well composed (one or two exceptions) and technically 
well executed.  

• Some difficulties in focus point which is a by product of using long lenses 
and shallow depth - it might not focus where you want it: for example, 
image 4 where the wings - the decisive moment - are sharp but the head 
isn’t. It detracts from the significance of the image to be about the bird in 
flight (its more than a technical description of the bird and needs to 
explore the environment more).  

In your research and self-evaluation you could say more about this -  

• Précis or sum up what it is about the birds that are interesting (action - as 
you said but why?) Environment? Relationship of humans to nature which is 
explored later with the images of the children).  

• As above remember that the images work ultimate as a sequence, a 
narrative. Not sure that image 3 is needed: Not only is the face soft focus 
the relationship between the birds and the picking of food is explored 
stronger in image 1. 
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• Avoid generalised statements (such as ‘fun shots’ and ‘i like this shot’) as 
the project should be about photography and its relationship to the subject 
rather than working as a ‘snapper’. Also, what you like and how the image 
reads to a viewer may be completely different. Image 1 for example, how 
does the ‘bokeh' effect add to the viewer being able to see the interplay 
between the birds. Is it a distraction? How about the depth of the long lens? 
Does it detract from this interplay (as we can’t see the environment they are 
in).  

• I have included Joel Meyerowitz expression of the ‘frame’ and how these 
‘formal’ elements of the decisive moment give rise to ‘ideas’ or concepts. 

Technical and visual skills  

There are some ‘decisive moments’ here but largely from a ‘technical’ or 
surface standpoint (in that they have captured a moment from the flux of 
time).  

• However, some of them could have been the next moment or a moment 
before. Include a contact print or in the blog showing your decisions.  

• Could have been from a different viewpoint/position using different 
framing.  

• Could have included visual comparisons and context (the children in this 
respect (image 7) is the strongest image and useful at the end of the 
sequence. If you are including this you are making a point about human’s 
relationship with the natural world. So, one or two more comparative shots 
in the sequence (the relationship between the birds). 

The key is to integrate the framing/moment with the actual semiotic/messages 
implied in the pictures through a kind of visual language juxtaposition/
comparison. Things in the frame ‘stand in place’ of concepts/feelings etc. (see 
Meyerowitz and others in - Readings) 

Quality of Outcome 
Well executed pictures. Good research. Don’t show ‘how you got there’ in the 
log as much as you could have.  
Consider the two determining factors (form and significant content) within the 
pictures that capture a ‘decisive moment’: 

Macro and Micro readings - ‘Decisive Moment and ‘a precise organisation of 
forms’ giving rise to ‘significance of the event’ 
From film studies but applied to the ‘reading’ of images. In your description or 
titles for the images you could begin by simply describing them which will lead 
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you onto unravelling ideas, concepts and contextual readings related to what 
is in the image; rather than (as you have done on one or two) speculation as 
to ‘meaning’ and what is actually happening.  

• For example, Image 2: “as a group of geese fight over bread”. We can’t 
see the bread distinctly (although we know from cultural expectations 
that that’s what they are fighting over. Show it.  

• Again, image 6 - cant’ quite see that he is feeing the swan. Its a hand 
touching its beak. Would it have been more useful to use a 50mm or 
35mm lens to show the actual environment (presuming that is possible).  

• MICRO: precise organisation of forms (Bresson). Mise--en scene: props, 
location. What movement, camera angle, exposure, framing, lighting etc is 
used - Editing and selection: the ‘micro’ elements of ‘denotation’ 

• MACRO: significance of the event (Bresson). What is ‘outside the frame’: 
in the culture of the reading by an audience: Genre (‘street’ - a sub-genre 
of documentary) or ‘nature’ (an industry) needs to show the relationship  
between human and natural world with its own particular codes and 
conventions - make more of this in your writing - Representation, 
Narrative. What the ‘Micro’ gives rise to connotations. 

• Titles: get into the habit of titling each photograph so that I can refer to 
specific images (rather than ‘image 1’  etc);  Also, in the outside world of 
photography this is a way of adding additional information or creating irony 
or contradiction or providing ‘anchorage’. Sometimes ambiguous and 
sometimes descriptive.   

Demonstration of Creativity  
Some creative use of framing and vantage point. One or two of the images 
could have been refined a little. Consider Cartier Bresson classically 
organized frame compared with a more haphazard way of framing (Robert 
Frank)? What governs both approaches is the significance of the content.   

There is a sense that you could have explored the limitations of this decisive 
moment as a foundation for making images (see David Company in - 
Readings) and more consideration of the relationship between humans and 
natural world which you have begun to explore (image 7 of the children and 
image 6 feeding the swan). 

Consider relating this to other practitioners, as you have done with your 
chosen ones - although this is more concentrated on form and technique 
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rather than creative exploration such as motifs, visual language, snapshot 
agasint more set up images etc). See the elephant in Garry Winnogrand’s 
‘Animals’ (see - readings).  

Learning Logs or Blogs/Critical essays  
Context  
Your written statement about the assignment is really well considered and has 
some relevant research. The expression is very readable and some useful 
analysis of the difference between photographers approach to the subject 
(wildlife/birds) - Andy Rouses’ inclusion of the environment against David 
Tipling’s focus on action (shallow depth of field). A good start although your 
focus here is mainly on ‘’technique’ rather than some useful contextualisation 
of the subject. Without wishing to dismiss the research I would question 
whether these photographers are ‘famous’ as such. Are the pushing the 
discipline in terms of narrative about the natural world or jobbing 
photographers capturing wildlife? Its one problem with this kind of 
photography and is largely a cultural thing - difference between a coffee table 
book and an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art.  

You could have added to it other more significant photographers, say David 
Doublet David ‘world's leading underwater photographer’ to consider the 
comparison of photographers working in similar themes of public space/
private worlds.   

• There are some worthwhile points you make and you have made your 
intentions really clear (without waffle); could have made more detailed 
analysis and explored the visual motifs and ‘language’ of depictions of 
‘nature’ rather than (although important) technique. So its more about the 
actual messages and function than just your logistical approach.   

The ’decisive moment’ debate  
Consider some of the myths of photojournalism and the context in which 
Cartier-Bresson made his images. Consider also the ’social production’ of his 
art (i.e. it is a combination of his ‘voice’ as an artist, his place in the history of 
photography - with Magnum agency/Leica and is privileged position in this).  
• Much has been made of the ‘decisive moment’ and whilst the strength of 

the pictures and Cartier-Bresson and his place in history isn’t in doubt 
sometimes writers (particularly blog writers) don’t research enough the 
surrounding debate.  

• Cartier-Bresson was a myth maker. When it says “he described as the 
‘decisive moment”, it was actually his french publisher Robert Delpire who 
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translated the title of the HCB’s first book ‘Images à la sauvette’ (literally, 
adv. hastily ; furtively) ‘images caught on the fly’ (like fishing). To become 
this philosophy that there is only ‘one’ moment when all the geometry and 
significance of the content comes together (the symbolic clock and man 
leaping into the future of post war Europe in Behind the Gare St. Lazare,
1932). 

• Personally, I don’t believe HCB couldn’t forsee the man about to leap. It 
served the myth making of the photographer. So Today the decisive 
moment is often criticised for having become something of a stylistic 
cliché. (page 6 of OCA document) and perhaps compare with Paul 
Graham’s work and David Company’s critique (in - Readings). 

Where it lacks perhaps, is more consideration of ‘visual language’ and 
communication/connotation power of the image (ambiguity is welcome!) You 
sometimes settle for the image you have seen and haven’t presented any 
alternatives; so that, whilst understanding Cartier Bresson’s dictum and 
applying it on a framing/moment and technical level - a precise organisation of 
forms; you haven’t considered quite as well the “significance of an event’. 

Suggested reading/viewing  
Context  
Analyse how the inclusion of many shallow depth of field / telephoto images 
‘de-contextualises’ images so that we can’t see the relationship between 
elements (a key formal aspect of the decisive moment) as well as the 
‘macro’ (what it is ultimately about) aspect. Terry Barrett’s internal and 
external contexts is a good primer for this and will help with image analysis 
and writing of self-evaluation if you use it as a methodology: http://
www.terrybarrettosu.com/images/pdfs/Barrett%20(1986)%20Photographs
%20&%20Contexts.pdf 

Research on Practitioners linked to technique 
Look at Joel Meyerowitz (ideas and framing), as a good example of someone 
who works in the ‘street’/documentary tradition (a student of Winnogrand) 
using colour as well as looking at this formal aspect. I understand that he is a 
street photographer and you have already decided to move away fro that 
particaul sub genre but the union that: “I think of photography as 
ideas” (01:27) would help you consider the form/content combination so that 
your bird photos could be ‘about something’ as well as describing the 
‘decisive moment’ :  https://vimeo.com/38937942 
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• 'What you put in the frame determines the photograph’ and the ‘tacit’ 
relationship between things: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Xumo7_JUeMo 

Research on Practitioners linked to Subject: 
Consider the narrative ‘about’ the subject as well as the Bresson’s 
“significance of an event as well as of a precise organisation of forms which 
give that event its proper expression”. 

David Doubilet, Water Light Time at the Photographer’s gallery and his 
summary of the work as: “race between discovery and destruction”. 
http://thephotographersgallery.org.uk/3180/David-DoubiletWater-Light-Time/
838 

Garry Winnogrand: Animals and their keepers: http://
www.americansuburbx.com/2013/01/theory-animals-and-their-keepers-
garry.html 

Consider the notion (and limitations) of the ‘decisive moment’ in particular 
David Company’s outline of the difference between technique and 
photographers of Cartier Breton’s time and more contemporary art 
practitioners who question this idea (as video and TV has taken over this 
record function) so photographers perhaps have to respond more slowly to 
phenomena and subjects: An A level lesson plan on ‘the (in) decisive moment 
here is worth looking at: http://www.photopedagogy.com/the-indecisive-
moment.html 

‘about research’ practice 
There are a few good books which I recommend to use when I am beginning 
a photo project (I go back to them and work through them and think about 
how this might apply to my subject ) - then how am I going to approach it? 
How can I make photographs despite restrictions (very applicable in your 
case); What materials do I use? What are the representational issues related 
to ‘discourses’ ?  Decisions which might help you begin this journey into 
‘critical’ photography and finding out the ‘voice’ of certain photographers and 
how they address themes and subjects. Of course you need the ‘technique’ - 
which you are exploring here but it should always be at the service of a 
subject. We are making a communication message ‘about’ something.  

The AVA ‘basics’ series guides in this order (I think you already have):  
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1. Richard Salkeld, Reading Photographs, AVA Bloomsbury 2014 (a good 
intro to what it says on the tin beginning research, finding a subject, 
messages/semiotics). 

2. Anna Fox, Natasha Caruna, Behind the Image, Research In Photography. 
AVA Bloomsbury 2012. (does what it says on the tin - writing a proposal 
and research and using materials.  

3. Maria Short, Context and Narrative, AVA Bloomsbury 2011 (probably more 
applicable to level 2 or 3). 

I have enclosed the ‘project proposal form’ (which I use and is an adaption of 
Anna Fox/Natasha Caruna’s form included in their book). 

I can’t see your blog.  
The link in the e-mail doesn’t work. This may be a problem with my wordpress 
account or some other problem. Lets’ resolve this on the next assignment. 
Include the link and passwords with the documentation.  

Inclusion of contact prints: It would be useful to be able to see the alternative 
images that you haven’t chosen so that we can see the choices you made 
and for what reason as you say you have done in the blog. Include a print too 
with annotations (formally, subject, alternative depth of field etc). The 
Saturday Times Magazine series: ’Contacts’ Spread to look at how 
photographers chose their ‘decisive moments’ and ‘stay with’ the subject to 
explore the different permutations. So, selection and editing are where the 
final image comes from many small ‘moments’: 
If you can get hold of copies of this it is well worth studying. here is my 
inclusion in that series:   
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Magnum Contact Sheets: http://www.widewalls.ch/buy-magnum-contact-
sheets/ 

Pointers for the next assignment 
• Continue to refine your writing and self-evaluation which is working well. 

Describing your intent and interpreting your images and how they function. 
Use the readings above.  

• Consider how the ‘micro’ elements and technical factors influence the 
‘what it is about’ (macro) as well as context both internal and external 

• Offer alternatives to an editor. Like to see both shallow and deep depth of 
field alternatives offered in a contract type sheet (printed) and explain the 
reasons behind why that particular choice is significant.  

• Consider form, content, context. Defend your decisions. Show 
experimentation and analysis of the theme or subject of the assignment.  

Tutor name: Garry Clarkson.

Date 03 January 2016

Next assignment due February 21st 2017
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