







SURREAL PHOTOGRAPHY

CREATING THE IMPOSSIBLE

Daniela Bowker
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Ever since Man Ray imposed the sound holes of a violin onto his model’s back, photographers have been enthusiastic practitioners of surreal art. Now with the advent of high-quality digital photo-manipulation the possibilities for creativity have become infinite. This book reveals the latest techniques in the field of surreal photography and features art from a host of the very best modern surreal photographers.

• Breaks down the shooting and editing process so any photographer can make their own impossible images

• With processing walkthroughs from contributing artists including Natalie Dybisz, Julie de Waroquier, and Sarolta Bán

• Step-by-step instructions for creating extraordinary scenes

• Covers many different styles, from impossible landscapes to unsettling portraits
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Introduction

Photography is a tremendously inspiring, versatile, and exciting medium that allows us to slice a moment out of time and to preserve the memory of momentous occasions, from the personal to the international, in pictorial form. It’s also incredibly varied; photojournalism is an indispensable element of the news media, capturing images of real-life events across the globe and telling stories in a hugely visceral way, while at the other end of the spectrum millions upon millions of wedding portraits, first photos of babies, and reminders of amazing holidays are taken every day.

And then there’s artistic photography. Separated by intent from both strictly personal and strictly political photography, artistic photography is most often made with the aim of communication, inspiration, or expression. Of course, photography created as art is under no obligation to be realistic and perhaps one of the most exciting areas of artistic photography is surreal photography—a genre that flouts realism and revels in the strange. With the advent of digital tools surreal photographers today are bound only by their imaginations, locating their work at the forefront of expressive art. Each piece featured in this book represents a journey into the imagination, giving a wonderful insight into each photographer’s vision, and hopefully inspiring you to create your own surreal masterpiece.

In this book we explore an entire range of surrealistic techniques, from compositing images to studio shooting to phoneography. Your perfect workflow can only be made for you, by you, but by giving you an understanding of all of the options out there I hope to make finding that ideal easier for you.

This book draws on the expertise of some of the most talented and innovative people in the business of image manipulation to present their surreal photographs and walk you through how they were made. They have prepared some fantastic showcases, supported by equally useful step-by-step explanations.

But that’s not all. We’ll also look at how you can turn a simple cameraphone shot into a swirling, otherworldly image at the swipe of a finger, and how to use whatever camera you have to create surreal photographs with the help of lenses, filters, and timing. We’ll even go a little retro and explore the possibilities of using film cameras to create surreal universes.

Surreal photography can be as far removed from reality as you want it to be; it can be a five-degree, or a five-mile shift away from the real world, and you can achieve either with whatever camera you have on hand. It doesn’t matter if your camera is your cellphone or the latest wonder-machine. What’s important is the richness and depth of your imagination.

Surrealism is the fusion of the conscious with the subconscious, of dream and fantasy with the rational and the mundane, to create a world where anything is possible. As André Breton described it, it’s the creation of “. . . an absolute reality, a surrealism.”
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Relax by Maria Kaimaki



A BRIEF HISTORY OF SURREALISM


Surrealism is a political and literary movement that developed from Dadaism, itself an artistic reaction to the horrors of World War One. Surrealism was influenced by Sigmund Freud’s exploration of the subconscious and also Karl Marx’s theories on class and revolution. The surrealists questioned the wisdom of blindly following societal expectations into “rational destruction,” of which was the War was an example. In the view of the surrealists, real meaning lay in the human subconscious. Their pursuit of the surreal in their art and writing was intended to unleash the subconscious from repressive realism. While it was Guillaume Apollinaire who coined the term “surrealist” in 1917, it was André Breton who laid down the principles of the movement in a manifesto in 1924.

However, surrealism did not remain a radical, avant-garde political movement for very long. By the 1930s, surrealist art had breached the mainstream and its influence was felt in the theater, in fashion, in design, and in particular in advertising. This new dreamlike interpretation of the world that challenged notions of rationalist thought, headed up by the likes of Juan Miró, Salvador Dalí, Man Ray, and René Magritte, became widely celebrated and explored.




CHAPTER 1

GETTING STARTED
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Wind by Adrian Sommeling

The first step in the creation of any surreal image will be a clear concept of the vision that you’re trying to create. After you have this, you’ll need to either take or source your base images to adapt, manipulate, and composite.

If you’re taking your base images yourself, it’s very easy to feel the need to keep up with the market when it comes to cameras. The speed at which photographic technology is evolving is mind-bending, but always remember that the most important element in the creation of a good photograph is the photographer—and her or his skill and vision—and not the camera. This is why I’ve included this chapter on cameras, to show you that any type of camera will be sufficient, whether it is a flagship DSLR, a film camera, a point and shoot, or even a cellphone.



A concept of the surreal

It might help to think of the process of creating a surreal image as a recipe: here is what you want to create, these are the things that you will need to achieve it, and these are the steps you will need to take in the process.

I first fell in love with photography because it allowed me the opportunity to show people how I saw the world. Whether they shared my vision wasn’t so much the point; what I loved was the chance to communicate it. Surreal photography is, perhaps, all the more exciting because it fuses the world around you—something that other people are able to experience, even if they don’t see it the same way as you do—with something that is entirely unique to you: your subconscious, your dreams, and your imagination. What you experience as surreal, then, might be entirely contrary to someone else’s concept of the surreal.

This book explores two different methods of creating surreal images: with your camera, and with digital manipulation. In some respects, using your camera alone to create surreal images might owe a little to chance—you can’t tell exactly how a cross-processed image will look until the film is developed, for example. With other techniques, it will take practice to become entirely familiar with the effects of a fisheye lens or an IR filter so that you can shoot to achieve the outcome that you want. The more you practise these things, the more intuitive they will become. Not only that, but the more that you immerse yourself in the world of the surreal, the more ideas you will want to explore and develop.
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Notebook by Daniela Bowker

A Good Recipe

Creating a surreal image is a little like baking: you need a recipe to make a good cake.

Shoot stats:

Canon EOS Rebel XSi with a Canon EF 50mm ƒ/1.8 II lens at 50mm; ƒ/1.8 with a shuttter speed of 1/3200 second and ISO 200.

When you use digital manipulation to create a surreal image, you might have taken a photograph that you feel can be altered to express a surreal vision, or you might have a surreal vision that you wish to create before you have any images. If you want to recreate your surreal vision from scratch, it’s probably best to treat it as a project: map out what it is that you want to create, plan what you will need, how you will go about sourcing it, account for every item in the image and every step in the process, and cover every eventuality. If it sounds a long way from spontaneous creativity, that’s because it is, but you don’t want to be compositing your final image to find that you didn’t shoot Little Red Riding Hood in her pristine red cloak, just her torn and muddied one, when actually you need both images.

Finally, don’t think that surreal photography has to be one thing or the other, physical or digital. It doesn’t mean you need to use an IR filter in isolation from the host of tools in your editing suite, or cross-process without the option to composite. The more that you explore all the options available to you to create surreal images, the more you will end up learning about how they can work in conjunction with each other, and the deeper your journey into surreal photography will be.



Cameraphones & compact cameras

While I don’t go everywhere with my DSLR, the chances of me being caught without a camera are almost nil. I usually have a smartphone in my pocket and a compact camera in my bag, both of which are important components of my photo-taking arsenal and more than capable of producing images worthy of a little surreal transformation.

CAMERAPHONES
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iPhone 5

With its combination of a good camera and huge range of compatible editing apps, the iPhone has proved to be a photographic game-changer. The widespread use of the term “iPhoneography,” a variant of the broader “phoneography” points to its common popularity.
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Samsung Galaxy S III

The continued improvement of cameras in cellphones is leading people to question the usefulness of the compact camera.
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Nokia Lumia 900

The camera in this phone has an aperture of ƒ/2.2 and a resolution of 8 megapixels. It can definitely be used to make quality surreal images.

Cameras have been a ubiquitous component of the cellphone for years now; there are some phones that come without the ability to snap a quick picture, but you almost have to go out of your way to find one. Just as the technology in compact cameras and DSLRs has progressed, so too have the cameras in phones. The iPhone 5, the Nokia Lumia 900, and Samsung’s Galaxy S III all come with 8-megapixel sensors, something you would have been hard-pressed to find in a flagship DSLR a decade ago. Their lenses offer apertures of ƒ/2.4, ƒ/2.2, and ƒ/2.6 respectively—impressive, as some current compact cameras don’t have lenses that fast. The improvements are only going to continue, but as of right now you can create perfectly acceptable surreal images with a good phone.

When it comes to creating surreal images from photos taken on a cellphone, the smartphone has the advantage over any other. For a start, it is generally easier to access the images taken on a smartphone—you can email them to yourself or save them to the Cloud—and the cameras in smartphones tend to be of superior quality. However, the killer feature of the smartphone is that you don’t have to transfer the photo anywhere else in order to give it a surreal makeover. By virtue of any one of hundreds of applications (or apps) that are available for download, some for free and some at a small cost, you can transform an ordinary shot into something out of this world. We’ll look at the best apps and what you can achieve with them in Chapter Two: Phoneography & Compact Cameras.

If you’re a little apprehensive of using a smartphone to grab a potential surreal shot, don’t be. It’s a lens with a shutter and a sensor—you can work one of those! There are a few things you can do to help your phoneography on its way to surreal awesomeness, though.

First, make sure that your subject is well-lit. Cameraphones have small sensors, which can result in noisy, grainy images if they’re taken in low-light situations. A lot of light will make all the difference.

Second, get in close, but avoid using the digital zoom function. You want your subject to fill the frame so that you don’t have to crop it later and sacrifice image quality. The digital zoom will do terrible things to your image quality, so it’s best left alone.

Third, keep still! This goes for any photography, but is especially important when using a phone because the small size accentuates camera shake. If you can, lean or rest your camera on something, hold your breath when you release the shutter, and remember that shutter lag might mean that your image isn’t actually captured for a few moments after you’ve released the shutter.

Finally, give your lens a quick clean before you take a photo. Your phone lives in your pocket or your bag and spends plenty of time in your hand, bathed in grease, fluff, and dust—not what you want obscuring your image!

THE DEATH OF THE COMPACT CAMERA?


Sales of compact cameras have been declining for several years now, and the majority of observers put this down to the rise of the cameraphone. Why carry around two pieces of equipment that perform the same function when one will do? Many believe the death of the compact camera is imminent as between the cameraphone and smaller, lighter interchangeable lens cameras, they no longer fulfill a need. I don’t think that the demise of the compact camera is as inevitable as some people make it out to be, but they certainly will become more niche, catering to people who want to carry rugged cameras halfway up mountains or across deserts, or those who want to try underwater photography. I wouldn’t be without mine.



COMPACT CAMERAS
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Olympus SH-25MR

This reasonably priced Olympus SH-25MR comes with 12 different filter effects. They might not make a surreal image by themselves, but it’s certainly a start.
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Canon S110

The Canon S110 has full manual control, but is small enough to fit into your pocket. It’s a great option if you’re looking for a compact camera.
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Pentax RZ18

This Pentax compact camera, the RZ18, has 12 digital filters, including a miniature effect and a toy-camera look, which you can apply to your images after you’ve taken them.

I always feel a touch indignant when someone sneers at a compact camera just because it’s a compact camera. I don’t think that deriding full manual control, impressive sensitivity ranges, plenty of megapixels, and the ability to shoot in Raw format in something that I can toss in a bag and sometimes even fit in a pocket, is entirely justified. Yes, compacts do come with their limitations, but I wouldn’t be without one, particularly for situations when size or discretion is a consideration.

If you’re intending to use your compact camera as your primary source of images for creating surreal photographs, then you really need to be using something that has the ability to shoot in Raw format. We’ll take a look at different file formats presently, but in this instance it’s important to know that shooting Raw will give you maximum flexibility in processing your images, which is vital when you are performing digital manipulations. Furthermore, if a camera is able to record files in Raw, the chances are that it will come with the kinds of controls that allow you to dictate how you want your photograph to look, not how your camera thinks it should look.

If this kind of camera isn’t what you have or what you can afford, don’t worry. There’s still plenty that you can accomplish with photos taken using any other kind of compact camera. In fact, the vast majority of compact cameras on the market now come with an entire range of ready-installed filters. Before you’ve even transferred your photos from the memory card to your computer, you can get them halfway to a new surreal existence with an interesting effect, a cross-processed look, or an antique cast.



Analog cameras & lo-fi photography

The world might have gone digital, but analog photography is clinging on for dear life, and it has its part to play in the creation of surreal images. It isn’t so much that surreal photographers are using film cameras to capture the majority of photos they’ll transform into surreal creations, it’s more that film cameras offer two exciting prospective techniques for surreal images: cross-processing and multiple exposures.

Chapter 3: Camera Technique is dedicated to exploring how cross-processing film and multiple exposures can be used to create surreal images, but if you’re interested in achieving these effects, you’ll need a film camera to do it.

If you’re new to film photography or if you got rid of your analog equipment when the digital revolution came, you might be wondering how best to lay your hands on a film camera. The answer lies with a bit of patience and a bit of time spent scouring the secondhand market. Plenty of camera dealers have analog gems hiding away, and there’s always eBay if you feel like some online bidding. It’s possible to pick up a good 35mm compact, such as an Olympus Trip, for under $80 or an SLR plus a lens or two for well under $160. Though remember, let the buyer beware.

35mm film is still widely processed and you shouldn’t have many difficulties finding a specialist camera store or chemist that provides the service. Alternatively, you could look into having your images developed by mail, which is something you might have to do if you use a slightly more exotic film, such as 120. There are many companies that offer a mail-order film-developing service, from which you can also purchase film. Remember to have your photos burned onto disc as well as printed when you have them developed, which makes it possible for you to use them as base images in digital composites.

Maybe, though, you’re interested in experimenting with a so-called “toy camera” to see what surreal beauties you can snap. Toy cameras, with their light leaks, cheap plastic-y lenses, and unreliable metering have been all the rage for a while now. When you combine the idiosyncrasies of a toy camera with the effects of multiple exposures and cross-processed film, you have the means to create dreamlike, almost unbelievable surreal scenes.

Pinhole cameras are the most basic form of camera around; they are quite simply sealed boxes containing a sheet of unexposed photographic paper or film into which you introduce light through a small hole to produce an exposure, and therefore an image. In the right hands a pinhole camera can produce the most beautiful images that, with some luck and creative thinking, can be wonderfully surreal.

[image: Image]

Square Not Square

Ooh, look at that pincushion distortion! All down to the cheap lens in a Holga.

Shoot stats: Holga camera with Ilford Delta 400 film.
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Swirling Lines and Light

This image was taken by the Photojojo team with their SLR pinhole body-cap.

Shoot stats: Holga camera with Ilford Delta 400 film.

Image © Photojojo.com.

Pinhole images tend to have long exposures so that enough light can reach the paper or negative to ensure an exposure takes place. As a consequence, they often enjoy a great sense of motion and interesting shadowing.

Making your own pinhole camera from a box and experimenting with developer in your bathroom might not appeal to everyone (find more on pinhole photography on here), but not to worry, you can achieve pinhole-style images with a DSLR. You can buy pinhole body-caps from quirky online photography stores or even try making one yourself. Then it’s just a case of experimenting with long exposures and a tripod!
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SLR Pinhole Body-cap

You can buy an SLR pinhole body-cap to take pinhole photos with an SLR from many online outlets.

THE HISTORY OF LOMOGRAPHY


Lomos, Dianas, and Holgas are all well-known cameras names on the trendy photography scene. They are all types of “toy camera” marketed by the company Lomographische AG (though Holga is its own entity), under the name “Lomography.” The Lomography LC-A is based on the Russian-made Lomo LC-A.

Lomo produced cheap, lo-fi compact cameras for the Russian market that caught the eye of Lomography’s founders in 1991. Apparently, they loved the quirky, badly metered, occasionally blurry images that Lomos produced and signed a deal to sell them outside Russia.

Lomography, with its spontaneous philosophy that eschews the traditional principles of photography, has risen and risen in popularity. There is now an entire range of Lomography cameras featuring fisheye or ultra-wide lenses, multiple lenses, and colored flashes. And no, they’re not as cheap as they used to be.





Interchangeable lens cameras

When it comes to supreme flexibility and superior image quality, interchangeable lens cameras are where it’s at. Until 2008, an interchangeable lens camera would have meant an SLR, but the extremely exciting CSC has emerged since then. Smaller and lighter, it is a capable, but more compact alternative to SLRs. Both CSC and SLR cameras are incredible photographic tools and either will serve you well.

Compact System Cameras

CSC (or CoSyCa) stands for Compact System Cameras. You might also have heard them referred to as MILCs (Mirrorless Interchangeable Lens Cameras), EVIL cameras (Electronic Viewfinder Interchangeable Lens) or just “mirrorless cameras.” Don’t be deterred by the crisis of identity; these are very competent cameras.

CSCs offer the lens-changing flexibility of DSLRs, but through a vital adaptation are significantly smaller and lighter than a DSLR: they lack a mirror and a pentaprism. In a DSLR, it’s the mirror and the pentaprism that allow you to see your scene through the optical viewfinder—CSCs have done away with the mirror, the pentaprism, and consequently the optical viewfinder, and instead have just an electronic viewfinder.

As the relatively new kid on the photographic block, some manufacturers are still dipping their toes into CSC waters, whereas others have concentrated extensively on research and development around the system. But the selection of cameras and lenses is growing—and fast. You can buy tiny compact-camera-sized cameras with interchangeable lenses or slightly larger ones that will give most DSLRs a run for their money, in which case a CSC could give you great value for money and the opportunity to shoot plenty of photos ready to be transformed into otherworldly images.


[image: Image]

Olympus OM-D E-M5

the dust- and splashproof Olympus OM-D also boasts a 5-axis image stabilisation (IS) system to reduce blur, and a 1.44 million dot high-definition viewfinder.
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Sony NEX-6

Sony has been one of the leading developers of the CSC and the NEX-6 is a great example of a high-quality CSC.
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Pentax Q10

The Pentax Q10 is scarcely larger than a compact camera, but benefits from the flexibility of interchangeable lenses.
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Compact System Camera

By getting rid of the mirror and optical viewfinder found in SLR cameras, manufacturers have created smaller, lighter, mirrorless CSCs.

DO MEGAPIXELS MATTER?


Megapixels have assumed the position of a layperson’s (and a salesperson’s) measure of a camera’s quality. 14 megapixels good—16 megapixels better! They’re easily quantifiable and comparable. But what is a megapixel, and do they really matter?

A pixel is a dot of information. The word “pixel” is a combination of “picture element.” A picture comprises these elements, or dots of information, in lines running horizontally and vertically. One million of these dots, or pixels, is a megapixel. The more pixels you have, the more information is stored in your picture.

Megapixel count—or resolution—is important if you plan to enlarge or crop your images. The increased density of the pixels will ensure that your images don’t appear grainy as the pixels are spread more thinly over the expanse of the picture.

The minimum resolution for CSC or DSLR (and most compact) cameras on the market right now is 10 megapixels. This is enough pixels to allow for generous enlargements and a good amount of cropping. I think we can safely say that we’ve pushed past the point where megapixels matter.

What does matter is the physical size of a camera’s sensor. The gold standard of camera sensors (barring medium format) is the 35mm full-frame; it measures 36 × 24mm. This sized sensor is generally only found in professional grade DSLRs; advanced and entry-level DSLRs tend to have slightly smaller APS-H or APS-C sensors. As cameras get smaller, so do their sensors until you get to cameraphones with imaging chips that can be 25mm2. Herein lies the problem; fitting X amount of megapixels onto a smaller sensor requires smaller photosites that are less sensitive to light. This in turn means more noise and lower image quality, hence “better” cameras having “bigger” sensors.



DSLR CAMERAS

The Digital Single Lens Reflex camera is top of the tree in the photography world. You might, however, be wondering why I’m bothering to discuss DSLRs here when they’re big, heavy, expensive, and I’ve I made a point of emphasizing that it’s the photographer that is the important factor in taking a photo, not the camera. Simply put, DSLRs are the best tools for the job, especially as they allow you, the photographer, the control that you need to take a photograph that is just as you want it to be, not how the camera thinks that it should be. DSLRs also offer the best range of lenses, good low-light capability, and have larger image sensors than other cameras, which all makes for better quality photographs.

If you’re thinking of buying a DSLR, or any camera, it’s important to hold it in your hands and get a feel for it. Shelling out anything between several hundred dollars for an entry-level machine and a few thousand dollars for a professional-grade camera means that it has to be something you will feel comfortable using. There’s an extensive range of DSLRs on the market, so finding one that suits you might be more a case of having too much choice than not enough!

Remember, though, that a key benefit of any interchangeable lens camera is just that: the ability to change lenses. You will serve your needs far better to spend less on a camera body and more on lenses than you will buying yourself a top-of-the-range body, but being limited to the single kit lens that comes with it.
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Pentax K-30

Pentax’s K-30 is a weather-sealed DSLR that has a multiple-exposure function—very useful for building surreal images.

FILE TYPE CRIB SHEET


The formats in which your images come off your camera or out of your editing suite can be tongue-twisting acronyms. Here’s a rough-and-ready guide to what’s what.

Raw: A Raw file is the equivalent of a photographic negative, but in digital form. Raw is not a single file type like JPEG and TIFF, but is a generic term covering all manufacturers’ Raw file formats, for example, Nikon’s NEF, Canon’s CR2, and so on. The data that it stores is “raw,” or unadulterated, and comes direct from the camera’s imaging sensor. Being an unprocessed image, it will be up to you to “develop” the files using an Raw processor. This might mean more work for you, but it does ensure that you have maximum control over the final presentation of your images. It also means that the files are quite large, but on the upside, the control that Raw affords you as a photographer is unparalleled. All interchangeable lens cameras and most high-end compact cameras will be able to record images in Raw format.

DNG (Digital Negative): The DNG format was developed by Adobe in an attempt to create an open-platform lossless Raw file. Raw is fantastic due to the control that it affords photographers, but “Raw” can mean different things to different camera manufacturers. The theory behind DNG is that it’s a publicly available format that stores the same depth of information as a Raw file, but without the potential threat of not being able to access the data in the future due to changes in software. In practice, very few camera manufacturers support the format, but you can always convert your native Raw files to the DNG format without losing any data.

JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts Group): JPEG files are significantly smaller than Raw files because the data has been processed and compressed.
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