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Photography has been around for over 175 years now. Like most art forms, it had its fits and starts over the years, with many different techniques coming and going in those years. Each phase evolved into another, many enjoying s long popularity, while others came and went in a shorter period of time. As the equipment evolved and processes became more mature as time went on, it became much easier for many people to enjoy creating photographs, not only for their enjoyment, but for others as well.

With the art form maturing, it was inevitable that, like other art forms, masters would emerge, creating images that would define photography as a true art. Early Masters such as Ansel Adams and Henri Cartier-Bresson would give us gifts that have endured over the years, all the way through to contemporary artists such as Annie Leibovitz , Sam Abell and Steve McCurry who, along with their contemporaries, are creating new iconic images all the time.

Even though it appears to be a simple medium to work in, photography is actually quite complex. It can take many years of hard work to develop one’s style of work, and to excel in that style. True, with the advent of digital imaging, it is now much easier than before, but it still requires a lot of work to break through as one of the masters of the art.

Photographer and author Harold Davis has had much success in his career as a photographer. Besides his numerous books on how to create images that stand out from the crowd, he has also conducted many workshops and photo tours to teach the craft and art of photography to many aspiring people.

In Harold’s latest book, Achieving Your Potential as a Photographer, he takes his readers on a journey of exploration on how to define their own unique vision and style of photography.

This is not really a ‘how-to’ book, where the author shows you step by step how to create images similar to his; rather, it’s a journey taken together to help you uncover your inner creative style, and express it through the images you capture, and how you present them to the world In addition, this is something of a unique volume, in that it not only has the usual text and photos pages as a normal book dos, it also contains a pull-out workbook at the end of it.

The book is a modest 206 pages in length, not counting the 48 page workbook bound into the back of the volume. You can use the workbook either as a pull-out or, as I am intending to do, leave it in the book and work with it that way. I won’t lose any of the pages, and I will have my journey along the path Harold sends me down at hand, for future review and consultation.

As with his other books, Harold includes a great array of his photos to illustrate concepts, or just to give you something to think about, to make you want to achieve similar results in your own work.
There are six main divisions to the text: Start Here, In the Beginning, Unleash your Imagination, Becoming a more Creative Photographer, Technique Matters, From Photo to World, and the Workbook. There are also pages devoted to Resources, a Glossary and an Index. While the main section of the volume is presented in a formal layout design and style, the workbook has been designed with a whimsical touch behind it, to make it a fun and interesting portion to work through, rather than a stiff, stuffy set of assignments from your least-favorite school teacher.

The workbook contains 46 individual tasks to work through, to help you grow as a photographer. When you start to work through the exercises, be sure to note Harold’s words about how to use the workbook: It’s meant to be used in conjunction with the main text, to help you move through the exercises. You can either read the book first, then do the exercises, or work through the exercises and refer to the book pages as needed to progress onward. Either way works, just pick the one that works best for you. But above all, HAVE FUN!

You can examine a PDF file of the workbook from the Focal Press web page for the book. Go here: https://www.routledge.com/products/9781138826366 click the eResources tab, and then download the workbook. This will give you a look at what is in store for you when it comes to helping improve your photography. Of course you’ll need the rest of the book to fully understand and complete the tasks presented, so you’ll then need to click the ‘Buy Now’ button. But Harold was gracious in allowing a peek at these pages, to help you decide if this volume fits your needs. I think you’ll find it does, in many ways.

In reading and reviewing Harold’s books over the years, you find that he likes to include some gems in his volumes, parts of the book that make you sit back and think ‘Wow, how simple that is… and why didn’t it occur to me before’? Sometimes it’s just a quote, or a phrase in a paragraph, or sometimes an entire section of the text, but he manages to work something in that makes one stop and realize there’s more than one way to do things.

In the case of this book, the gem that hit me is found on page 174, and is titled ‘Photography is Play’.

Three words. Photography is play. Not an earth-shaking phrase or thought, until you sit and think about it for a while. Yes, photography can be difficult, and a hard art to work in. It can be dangerous as well, depending on your subject material and where you decide to travel to shoot your images. But that doesn’t mean it ALL has to be that way. If it is, if you find yourself struggling with every shoot, every image, perhaps you need to stop and rethink how you’re going about your craft.

Perhaps you need to go and have some fun. To play while you photograph.

When I was younger, I was photographer for the school yearbooks for quite a number of years. I’d grab the camera and some rolls of film in the morning, and roam the halls all day long, looking for my ‘victims’. Most of the time I’d set the focus and exposure and leave it, and just shoot from the hip (we had a Yashica-G TLR 120 roll film camera). Sure, I’d get the random flubbed image, but most of the time I caught a loot of good ones, ones that were popular with everyone when they were published.

THAT was fun times. Just grabbing the camera and going out and getting what I could. I had fun doing that, and was sad when it had to end (graduation and all that, you know). But just sitting here thinking about it as I write this makes me smile, and makes me wish for those days again.

It also makes me realize I don’t have that much fun when shooting now.

Exercises 16 and 42 in the workbook give you some ideas to work with, to bring the fun and play back into your photography. You can start with them, and add others of your own as you progress along the path Harold has set out for you.

Yes, the technical aspects of photography are a big part of making good images. But it’s also important to have the fun part - the human part - as part of them as well. It can only help to make your images come alive, not only for you, but for your viewers as well.

Don’t let the technology get in the way of creating good images. Make it work FOR you, as the tools they are. But also let the play come through as well…and you’ll find yourself becoming better in your art.

Pricing and Availability

Achieving Your Potential as a Photographer is available direct from the publisher, Focal Press. Click on the image of the book cover to be taken directly to their web page. The list price is $34.95 plus shipping. If your group is a member of the Focal Press User Group program, you are eligible for a discount on the purchase price.

It can also be found online at Amazon.com, where it lists for $25.93 plus shipping. You can find it at other booksellers as well, such as Barnes & Noble.com; Amazon also offers it in a Kindle version for slightly less.

From Judy: You might want to check out Harold’s Achieving Your Potential as a Photographer video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W2dOHw5JCyI (Use for a presentation at your meeting? Digital photo SIG?)
Photography can be a very satisfying and rewarding career…or hobby. But sometimes you find you need some help and inspiration to continue your journey along the path you choose to follow. What Harold Davis has done with this book is to guide you down that path, in directions only you can choose to go… and to be there with you as you explore and grow.
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