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Henri	Cartier-Bresson	was	the	worlds	greatest	documentary	photographer	and	a	master	of	candid	photography.	He	is	perhaps	the	most	significant	and	influential	photographer	of	the	twentieth	century.Cartier-Bresson	did	for	photography	what	Picasso	did	for	painting.	He	was	a	photographic	visionary	who	helped	changed	the	way	we	see	photographs
and	was	a	pioneer	of	the	street	photography	genre.	He	also	co-founded	the	legendary	photo	agency,	Magnum	Photos.His	working	methods	and	abilities	are	part	of	photographic	lore:	he	had	an	uncanny	talent	for	remaining	invisible	to	his	subjects;	his	compositions	were	perfectly	balanced	and	he	rarely	cropped	his	images;	and	he	had	an	instinct	for
capturing	the	most	telling	moments	from	a	scene.Cartier-Bressons	concept	of	the	decisive	moment	a	fleeting	meaningful	instant	captured	by	the	camera	shaped	modern-day	street	photography	and	inspired	generations	of	photojournalists.When	a	photographer	raises	his	camera	at	something	that	is	taking	place	in	front	of	him,	there	is	one	moment	at
which	the	elements	in	motion	are	in	balance.	Photography	must	seize	upon	this	moment.Henri	Cartier-BressonCartier-Bressons	black-and-white	photos	are	among	the	most	iconic	in	photography,	including	his	powerful	images	of	some	of	the	major	political	moments	in	the	20th	century.He	photographed	Gandhi	literally	minutes	before	he	was
assassinated,	and	he	stayed	to	cover	the	funeral.	In	1954,	he	was	the	first	Western	photographer	to	be	allowed	to	photograph	in	the	Soviet	Union	after	the	death	of	dictator	Josef	Stalin	and	the	end	of	his	brutal	rule.He	had	a	knack	for	being	in	the	right	part	of	the	world	just	as	history	was	unfolding.	He	said	his	intention	was	to	trap	life	and	preserve	it
in	the	act	of	being	lived.Among	his	best-known	photographs	were	a	man	and	his	reflection	frozen	in	time	as	he	leaps	across	a	giant	puddle	behind	Gare	Saint-Lazare	in	Paris,	two	men	at	a	peephole	in	Brussels,	and	a	cyclist	speeding	around	a	curve	in	the	shape	of	the	spiraling	staircase	from	which	Cartier-Bresson	took	the	image.Often	the	scene	is
quite	ordinary	a	woman	eating	in	a	cafe,	children	playing,	lovers	kissing.	But	in	Cartier-Bressons	pictures,	it	takes	on	a	significance	that	touches	everyone.Most	photographers	(at	the	highest	level)	take	maybe	two	or	three	great	photographs	in	their	career,	Cartier-Bresson	shot	well	over	a	dozen.	With	apparent	ease,	he	succeeded	in	producing	one
masterpiece	after	another.Cartier-Bresson	is	the	greatest	photographer	of	the	20th	century.	He	is	like	Tolstoy	was	to	literature.	His	pictures	go	beyond	any	breaking	down	of	what	a	picture	is	supposed	to	be,	or	any	intellectualizing	about	it.	If	you	had	a	career	that	had	five	great	photographs,	that	would	be	pretty	good.	He	has	made	hundreds	of	them.
Nobody	else	has	that	track	record.Richard	AvedonIn	this	article,	we	will	take	a	closer	look	at	Cartier-Bressons	career	and	photography	style.	This	will	be	another	long	article,	so	feel	free	to	use	the	table	of	contents	below,	and	skip	ahead	to	whatever	section	interests	you.If	you	find	any	of	the	information	helpful	then	we	would	be	grateful	if	you	could
share	a	link	to	the	article	through	the	usual	channels	(websites,	forums,	social	media,	etc).Editor	note:	This	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	article	took	over	3	weeks	to	research	and	write	sharing	takes	just	a	couple	of	minutes	and	doesnt	cost	you	anything.	Thanks	for	your	support	in	advance.Henri	Cartier-Bresson	Franck/Magnum	PhotosName:	Henri	Cartier-
BressonNationality:	FrenchGenre:	Street,	Photojournalism,	Documentary,	PortraitureBorn:	August	22,	1908	Chanteloup,	Seine-et-Marne,	FranceDied:	August	3,	2004	(95	Years)	Montjustin,	FranceEarly	LifeHenri	Cartier-Bresson	was	born	in	Chanteloup,	Seine-et-Marne,	on	August	22,	1908.	He	was	the	oldest	of	five	children	born	to	Andre	Cartier-
Bresson,	a	wealthy	textile	manufacturer,	and	Marthe	Leverdier,	a	daughter	of	cotton	merchants	and	wealthy	landowners.Bresson	was	educated	in	Paris	at	the	Lyce	e	Condorcet.	He	first	became	interested	in	photography	as	a	teenager,	after	seeing	the	photographs	of	Romanian	photographer,	Martin	Munkacsi.Cartier-Bresson	said	the	first	photograph
that	overwhelmed	him	was	Munkascis	photograph	of	three	African	children	running	towards	the	water	of	Lake	Tanganyika.	That	image	made	him	realize,	that	a	photograph	could	fix	eternity	in	an	instant.In	1927,	he	studied	painting	under	Andre	Lhote,	who	had	been	an	early	practitioner	of	Cubism.	Cartier-Bresson	stated	that	Lhote	taught	him
everything	he	knew	about	photography	including	the	importance	of	composition.	He	also	spent	some	time	studying	with	the	portrait	painter	Emile	Blanche.Cartier-Bresson	then	moved	to	England	and	studied	English	literature	and	art	at	Cambridge	University,	but	dropped	out	after	one	year.	He	returned	to	France	in	1929	and	was	given	his	first
camera,	a	Box	Brownie	from	the	American	expatriate	Harry	Crosby.In	1930,	Bresson	began	his	military	service	with	the	French	Army	and	was	stationed	at	Le	Bourget,	near	Paris.Africa,	Hunting	and	Near	Death	ExperienceUpon	his	discharge,	filled	with	poetry	and	literature	and	looking	for	adventure,	he	set	off	for	West	Africa	and	the	French	colony
of	Cote	dIvoire	to	hunt.Several	months	after	arriving	in	Africa,	he	contracted	blackwater	fever	(a	severe	malaria	infection)	and	almost	died.	Later	when	describing	the	experience,	he	said	a	witch	doctor	got	him	out	of	a	coma	and	while	he	was	sick,	he	had	sent	a	postcard	to	his	grandfather	detailing	his	funeral	arrangements.In	1931,	Cartier-Bresson
returned	to	Marseilles	to	recuperate.	The	trip	to	Africa	wasnt	a	complete	waste.	Learning	how	to	hunt	would	prove	useful	for	his	photography	and	waiting	for	the	decisive	moment.Cartier-Bresson	would	later	say,	I	adore	shooting	photography;	its	like	being	a	hunter.	But	some	hunters	are	vegetarians	which	is	my	relationship	to	photography.	Although
he	loved	the	process	of	making	photos,	for	Cartier-Bresson	the	chase	was	always	better	than	the	catch.Enter	PhotographyThat	same	year,	he	acquired	his	first	professional	camera,	a	small,	lightweight	Leica	with	a	50mm	lens.	He	found	the	camera	gave	him	a	sense	of	independence	and	unity	with	his	environment	and	often	referred	to	it	as	an
extension	of	his	eye.As	he	was	independently	wealthy,	and	living	off	a	generous	allowance	from	his	father,	Cartier-Bresson	would	spend	most	of	his	days	roaming	the	streets	experimenting	with	his	new	passion.I	had	blackwater	fever	in	Africa	and	was	now	obliged	to	convalesce.	I	went	to	Marseille.	A	small	allowance	enabled	me	to	get	along,	and	I
worked	with	enjoyment.	I	had	just	discovered	the	Leica.	It	became	the	extension	of	my	eye,	and	I	have	never	been	separated	from	it	since	I	found	it.I	prowled	the	streets	all	day,	feeling	very	strung-up	and	ready	to	pounce,	determined	to	trap	life	to	preserve	life	in	the	act	of	living.	Above	all,	I	craved	to	seize	the	whole	essence,	in	the	confines	of	one
single	photograph,	of	some	situation	that	was	unrolling	before	my	eyes.Henri	Cartier-BressonNot	long	after	purchasing	the	camera,	he	shot	one	of	his	most	recognizable	images,	Behind	Gare	St.	Lazar.He	stuck	his	camera	between	the	slats	of	a	fence	near	the	St	Lazare	railway	station	in	Paris	at	the	right	moment	and	captured	the	figure	of	a	leaping
man,	which	mirrored	the	dancers	on	the	posters	on	the	wall	behind	him.Behind	the	Gare	de	Saint-Lazare,	Paris,	France.	1932	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosOver	the	next	few	years,	Cartier-Bresson	photographed	widely	across	Europe	and	the	United	States	and	was	soon	given	assignments	by	magazines	such	as	Life	and	Harpers	Bazaar.In
1932	he	was	given	his	first	exhibition	in	America	by	Julien	Levy,	a	friend	of	Jean	Cocteau.	While	in	New	York,	he	met	Paul	Strand,	who	at	that	time	was	making	films.Filmmaking	and	RenoirInspired	by	Strand,	when	he	returned	to	France	Cartier-Bresson	secured	the	position	of	a	second	assistant	on	Jean	Renoirs	A	Day	in	the	Country	and	The	Rules	of
the	Game.He	was	also	involved	in	a	propaganda	film	the	famous	director	made	for	the	French	Communist	Party	that	denounced	Frances	prominent	families	in	France,	Cartier-Bressons	own	among	them.On	his	experience	with	Renoir,	Cartier-Bresson	said	Jean	knew	very	well	that	I	would	never	make	a	feature	film.	He	saw	that	I	had	no
imagination.The	War	YearsIn	1940,	with	the	German	invasion	of	France,	Cartier-Bresson,	who	was	serving	in	the	Armys	Film	and	Photo	Unit	was	captured	and	taken	prisoner.	He	spent	35	months	in	prisoner-of-war	camps,	escaping	twice,	only	to	be	recaptured.On	his	third	escape	attempt,	in	1943,	he	succeeded,	and	he	hid	on	a	farm	in	Touraine	until
French	Resistance	fighters	secured	false	papers	that	allowed	him	to	travel	in	France.	Back	in	Paris,	he	once	again	took	up	photography	as	a	member	of	the	Resistance.He	established	a	photo	division	within	the	French	underground	to	document	the	German	occupation	as	well	as	their	eventual	retreat,	an	experience	which	would	later	shape	his	ideas
about	the	photo	agency,	Magnum	when	it	was	established	in	1947.Post-WarFollowing	Frances	liberation	in	1944,	the	United	States	Office	of	War	Information	hired	Cartier-Bresson	to	direct	a	film	about	the	homecoming	of	French	prisoners	of	war	and	deportees,	La	Retour	(The	Return).Cartier-Bresson	then	traveled	to	New	York	City,	where	a
retrospective	at	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	conceived	as	a	tribute	to	his	work,	on	the	belief	that	he	had	been	killed	in	the	war,	had	been	planned.While	in	the	United	States,	he	decided	to	take	some	time	out	to	travel	and	see	the	country.	During	this	trip,	he	took	signature	images	such	as	Harlem,	Easter	Sunday,	1947,	which	shows	an	African-
American	woman	wearing	a	satin-flower-filled	hat	framed	within	the	architectural	details	of	a	modest	brick	structure.Easter	Sunday	in	Harlem,	New	York	1947	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosReturning	to	Paris	in	1947,	Cartier-Bresson	learned	that	his	associates	Robert	Capa,	David	Seymour	(Chim),	William	Vandivert,	and	George	Rodger,	had
planned	to	form	a	cooperative	photo	agency	with	offices	in	New	York,	Paris,	and	other	world	capitals.Dubbed	Magnum	Photos,	the	group	named	Cartier-Bresson	to	their	board	of	directors,	knowing	that	he	was	like-minded	and	aware	of	his	considerable	prestige.	The	co-operative,	the	first	of	its	kind,	was	set	up	to	give	freelance	photographers	greater
editorial	and	financial	control	of	their	work.He	was	tapped	to	be	in	charge	of	Far	Eastern	assignments;	and	his	insistence	on	small	format	cameras,	no	supplementary	equipment	such	as	flash,	tripods,	or	telephoto	lens	and	the	integrity	of	the	frame	as	photographed	no	darkroom	manipulation	became	the	gold	standard	for	postwar	photojournalism	as
well	as	being	highly	influential	on	fine	art	photography.PhotojournalismThe	late	1940s	saw	the	rise	of	Cartier-Bresson	as	an	international	photojournalist.	Cartier-Bresson	himself,	however,	strongly	refused	the	title.Journalism	has	kept	me	from	going	stale,	and	through	photo	assignments,	I	am	able	to	see	many	new	places,	but	I	am	not	a	journalist.	I
simply	sniff	around	and	take	the	temperature	of	a	place.Henri	Cartier-BressonFor	Magnum,	he	traveled	to	China,	India	where	he	photographed	Gandhi	minutes	before	he	was	assassinated	and	Indonesia,	photographing	political	events	and	the	people	in	their	streets	and	homes.Gandhi.	Delhi,	India.	1948	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosBy	1952,
Cartier-Bresson	finally	received	recognition	in	his	home	country.His	first	book,	Images	a`la	sauvette	(with	its	English	title	of	The	Decisive	Moment,)	with	cover	art	by	Matisse,	was	published.	The	book	included	a	large	collection	of	his	images,	and	he	elaborates	on	his	techniques	and	approach	to	photography.	The	book	remains	one	of	the	most
influential	photography	books	of	all-time.After	The	Decisive	Moment,	he	began	a	long	collaboration	with	eminent	fine	arts	publisher	Robert	Delpire.	This	included	a	book	on	Balinese	theatre,	Les	Danses	a`Bali,	featuring	text	by	Antonin	Artaud.	His	book	Les	Europe	ens,	with	cover	art	by	painter	Joan	Miro,	was	published	as	well.In	1955,	he	became	the
first	photographer	to	be	exhibited	at	the	Louvre	in	France.On	AssignmentOne	of	Cartier-Bressons	favorite	assignments	was	Moscow	in	1954.	He	was	the	first	foreign	photographer	to	be	allowed	entrance	to	the	USSR	since	the	death	of	Stalin	the	following	year.	The	French	photographer	set	about	capturing	daily	life	in	his	usual	candid	style.	The
assignment	resulted	in	a	remarkable	photo	series	that	was	published	in	Life	in	1955.The	1960s	were	again	a	period	of	intense	international	travel.	He	returned	to	Mexico,	where	he	had	made	one	of	his	first	photographic	forays	as	part	of	an	ethnographic	team	in	the	early	1930s.	On	assignment	for	Life	magazine,	he	traveled	to	Cuba	during	a	time	of
high	tension	between	that	country	and	the	United	States.	He	visited	Japan	and	again	traveled	to	India.Cover	image	for	Life	magazine	in	early	1955.	The	Soviet	Union.	Moscow,	Russia.	1954.	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosCartier-Bresson	ended	his	relationship	with	Magnum	Photos	in	1966.	He	later	said	that	he	had	stayed	with	the	agency	two
years	too	long.In	the	late	60s,	he	retired	from	professional	photography	altogether	and	focussed	instead	on	documentary	film	projects.	He	believed	that	still	photography	and	its	use	in	pictorial	magazines	had	been	superseded	by	news	coverage	on	television.	His	films	include	Impressions	of	California	(1969)	and	Southern	Exposures	(1971).Later	Years
and	PaintingAfter	divorcing	his	wife	of	30	years,	the	Javanese	dancer	Ratna	Mohini,	Cartier-Bresson	married	the	Magnum	photographer	Martine	Franck	in	1970.He	recalled	in	an	interview,	the	time	he	visited	a	fortune	teller:There	are	certain	things	you	cant	just	make	up.	In	1932,	she	told	me	that	I	would	marry	someone	who	would	not	be	from	India,
or	from	China,	but	would	also	not	be	white.	And	in	1937	I	married	a	Javanese	woman.	This	fortune	teller	also	told	me	that	the	marriage	would	be	difficult	and	that	when	I	was	old,	I	would	marry	someone	much	younger	than	I	and	would	be	very	happy.Henri	Cartier-BressonAfter	1974,	he	photographed	very	little,	and	then	often	secretly,	which	he	had
perfected	during	his	long	career	as	a	photojournalist.	Working	with	a	small	camera	that	he	would	often	further	minimize	by	covering	with	black	tape	any	metal	parts	which	might	reflect	light	and	catch	the	eye.Cartier-Bresson	returned	to	his	first	love	of	painting	and	drawing,	and	spent	his	remaining	days	at	his	studio	near	the	Place	des	Victoires	or	in
his	apartment	overlooking	the	Tuileries,	from	which	he	could	see	the	same	views	that	Monet	and	Pissarro	had	painted	a	century	earlier.Cartier-Bressons	LegacyHenri	Cartier-Bresson	in	1996	Martine	Franck/Magnum	PhotosHenri	Cartier-Bresson	died	in	the	south	of	France	on	5	August	2004	at	the	age	of	95.In	his	lifetime	he	received	an	extraordinary
number	of	awards,	prizes	and	honorary	doctorates.	His	work	has	also	been	exhibited	in	some	of	the	worlds	finest	galleries	including	the	Louvre,	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	The	Art	Institute	of	Chicago,	and	The	National	Portrait	Gallery.In	2003,	shortly	before	his	95th	birthday,	Cartier-Bresson	along	with	his	wife,	Martine	and	daughter,	Mlanie
established	the	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	Foundation	in	Paris	to	preserve	the	legacy	of	the	iconic	photographer.	The	opening	was	accompanied	by	a	retrospective	exhibition	at	the	French	National	Library	that	opened	in	April	2003.Photography	StyleCandid,	unobtrusivePatient,	the	decisive	momentComposition:	Use	of	geometry,	shape,	contrasts,	rarely
cropsBlack	and	white	imageryStorytelling,	continuityMinimalistic,	one	camera,	one	lensCartier-Bresson	Photography	MasterclassThe	aim	of	this	section	is	to	provide	an	introduction	to	Cartier-Bressons	photography	techniques,	which	will	hopefully	inspire	you	in	some	way	or	another.The	following	quote	from	HCB	provides	an	invaluable	insight	into
his	photography	philosophy:For	me,	the	camera	is	a	sketchbook,	an	instrument	of	intuition	and	spontaneity,	the	master	of	the	instant	which,	in	visual	terms,	questions	and	decides	simultaneously.	It	is	by	economy	of	means	that	one	arrives	at	simplicity	of	expression.Henri	Cartier-BressonBelow	youll	find	extracts	from	various	books	and	interviews	with
Cartier-Bresson	along	with	a	short	paragraph	to	summarise	key	points.Sumatra,	Indonesia.	1950	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosThe	phrase	The	Decisive	Moment	was	first	introduced	in	1952,	as	the	title	of	the	English	edition	of	Cartier-Bressons	book,	Images	a`la	sauvette.	The	French	title	of	the	book	actually	translates	as	images	on	the	run
and	not	the	decisive	moment	as	many	people	assume.The	phrase	was	actually	taken	from	the	17th-century	quote	from	Cardinal	de	Retz	and	is	used	by	Cartier-Bresson	in	the	introduction	of	the	book.There	is	nothing	in	this	world	that	does	not	have	a	decisive	moment	and	the	masterpiece	of	good	ruling	is	to	know	and	seize	this	moment.Cardinal	de
RetzSo	what	does	the	decisive	moment	mean?	Here	is	another	excerpt	from	the	introduction,	which	summarises	Cartier-Bressons	own	idea	of	the	decisive	moment:To	me,	photography	is	the	simultaneous	recognition,	in	a	fraction	of	a	second,	of	the	significance	of	an	event	as	well	as	of	a	precise	organization	of	forms	which	give	that	event	its	proper
expression.	Henri	Cartier-BressonHenri	Cartier-BressonHyres,	France	1932	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosThe	phrase	is	often	used	to	describe	an	image	that	illustrates	action,	emotion,	and	the	entire	story	in	a	single	frame.Your	eye	must	see	a	composition	of	an	expression	that	life	itself	offers	you,	and	you	must	know	with	intuition	when	to
click	the	camera.Henri	Cartier-BressonThe	truth	is	that	Cartier-Bresson	didnt	just	take	one	frame,	he	would	find	his	composition	(or	story)	and	work	the	scene	taking	multiple	images	(sometimes	up	to	20	exposures).Instead	of	just	one	decisive	moment,	there	can	be	up	to	a	dozen	decisive	moments	even	within	the	same	scene.While	working,	a
photographer	must	reach	a	precise	awareness	of	what	he	is	trying	to	do.	Sometimes	you	have	the	feeling	that	you	have	already	taken	the	strongest	possible	picture	of	a	particular	situation	or	scene;	nevertheless,	you	find	yourself	compulsively	shooting,	because	you	cannot	be	sure	in	advance	exactly	how	the	situation,	the	scene,	is	going	to	unfold.You
must	stay	with	the	scene,	just	in	case	the	elements	of	the	situation	shoot	off	from	the	core	again.	At	the	same	time,	its	essential	to	avoid	shooting	like	a	machine-gunner	and	burdening	yourself	with	useless	recordings	which	clutter	your	memory	and	spoil	the	exactness	of	the	reportage	as	a	whole.Henri	Cartier-BressonCartier-Bresson	was	a	true
observer	who	recognized	the	significance	or	the	potential	of	an	event.He	would	first	find	his	composition	then	he	would	wait	for	something	to	enter	the	frame	or	a	moment	to	happen	to	complete	the	picture.	He	would	often	say,	he	did	not	take	the	picture,	rather	the	picture	took	him.He	also	liked	to	compare	himself	to	a	fisherman	the	only	difference	is
his	catch	was	a	moment	in	time.Sometimes	it	happens	that	you	stall,	delay,	wait	for	something	to	happen.	Sometimes	you	have	the	feeling	that	here	are	all	the	makings	of	a	picture	except	for	just	one	thing	that	seems	to	be	missing.	But	what	one	thing?	Perhaps	someone	suddenly	walks	into	your	range	of	view.	You	follow	his	progress	through	the
viewfinder.	You	wait	and	wait,	and	then	finally	you	press	the	button	and	you	depart	with	the	feeling	(though	you	dont	know	why)	that	youve	really	got	something.Henri	Cartier-BressonThats	not	to	say,	hed	wait	hours	for	the	right	image,	he	would	constantly	adapt	and	respond	to	the	changing	circumstances.My	contact	sheets	may	be	compared	to	the
way	you	drive	a	nail	in	a	plank.	First,	you	give	several	light	taps	to	build	up	a	rhythm	and	align	the	nail	with	the	wood.	Then,	much	more	quickly,	and	with	as	few	strokes	as	possible,	you	hit	the	nail	forcefully	on	the	head	and	drive	it	in.Henri	Cartier-BressonCartier-Bresson	Contact	sheet	from	Seville,	Spain-1933.	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum
PhotosOnce	he	knew	he	had	his	shot,	he	then	moved	on.	Sometimes	though,	you	dont	have	the	luxury	of	spending	time	working	a	scene	and	in	that	situation,	as	HCB	explains	below,	you	need	to	act	quickly.When	something	happens,	you	have	to	be	extremely	swift.	Like	an	animal	and	a	prey	vroom!	You	grasp	it	and	people	dont	notice	that	you	have
taken	it.Very	often	in	a	different	situation,	you	can	take	one	picture.	You	cannot	take	two.	Take	a	picture	and	look	like	a	fool,	look	like	a	tourist.	But	if	you	take	two,	three	pictures,	you	got	trouble.	Its	good	training	to	know	how	far	you	can	go.When	the	fruit	is	ripe,	you	have	to	pluck	it.	Quick!	With	no	indulgence	over	yourself,	but	daring.	I	enjoy	very
much	seeing	a	good	photographer	working.	Theres	an	elegance,	just	like	in	a	bullfight.Henri	Cartier-BressonHunting	for	PhotosCartier-Bresson	would	only	keep	his	images	if	every	element	of	his	image	(background,	subject	and	composition)	were	perfect.	The	subjects	of	his	photos	werent	as	important	as	the	spirit	of	a	place,	or	the	moment	he	was
trying	to	capture.He	traveled	extensively	and	photographed	many	places	including	India,	Europe,	China,	Africa	and	the	United	States.	When	he	worked	on	overseas	assignments	he	would	take	time	to	familiarise	himself	with	the	country.For	example,	when	he	worked	on	an	India	assignment,	he	spent	a	year	getting	to	know	the	people,	while	fully
immersing	himself	in	the	Indian	culture.Although	it	is	great	to	shoot	street	photography	in	your	backyard,	it	is	great	to	travel	as	often	as	you	can.	Explore	different	countries	and	cultures,	and	it	will	help	inspire	your	photography	and	open	your	eyes.Henri	Cartier-BressonMuslim	women	praying	towards	the	sun	rising	behind	the	himalayas.	Kashmir,
India,	1948	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotoThats	not	to	say	that	he	didnt	shoot	in	his	own	backyard	many	of	his	greatest	images	were	taken	on	the	streets	of	Paris.Sometimes,	the	best	photography	can	often	be	found	where	you	live,	you	just	need	to	remain	as	Cartier-Bresson	liked	to	say	lucid	and	open	to	opportunity.Photography	is	not
documentary,	but	intuition,	a	poetic	experience.	Its	drowning	yourself,	dissolving	yourself,	and	then	sniff,	sniff,	sniff	being	sensitive	to	coincidence.	You	cant	go	looking	for	it;	you	cant	want	it,	or	you	wont	get	it.	First	you	must	lose	yourself.	Then	it	happens.Henri	Cartier-BressonWhen	selecting	subjects,	it	is	often	the	small	details	or	events	that	make
the	best	photographs:In	photography,	the	smallest	thing	can	be	a	great	subject.	The	little,	human	detail	can	become	a	leitmotiv.	We	see	and	show	the	world	around	us,	but	it	is	an	event	itself	which	provokes	the	organic	rhythm	of	forms.Cartier-Bressons	greatest	skill	perhaps	was	his	ability	to	thrive	on	accident	or	to	recognize	a	situation	that	held	the
promise	of	a	happy	accident.His	iconic	photograph,	Behind	the	Gare	de	Saint-Lazare	(1932)	is	a	perfect	example	of	a	happy	accident.While	passing	a	construction	site	behind	the	Paris	train	station,	the	photographer	stuck	his	lens	through	the	wooden	planks	of	a	temporary	fence,	and	without	looking	through	the	viewfinder,	clicked	his	shutter	and
produced	one	of	his	most	famous	photos.The	Art	of	the	StoryCartier-Bresson	believed	that	it	was	rare	that	a	single	image	could	show	a	whole	story	and	a	successful	picture	story	is	dependant	on	the	sequencing	of	several	complementary	images	to	support	the	main	image	of	the	story.The	elements	which,	together,	can	strike	sparks	from	a	subject,	are
often	scattered	either	in	terms	of	space	or	time	and	bringing	them	together	by	force	is	stage	management,	and,	I	feel,	contrived.But	if	it	is	possible	to	make	pictures	of	the	core	as	well	as	the	struck-off	sparks	of	the	subject,	this	is	a	picture-story.	The	page	serves	to	reunite	the	complementary	elements	which	are	dispersed	throughout	several
photographs.Related	Article:	Photojournalism	and	Documentary	Photography	QuotesWhile	shooting,	the	photographer	must	build	a	story,	else	his	work	will	lack	continuity.	Unlike	the	writer,	he	cannot	change:	what	happens	at	the	decisive	moment	is	recorded	forever.The	picture-story	involves	a	joint	operation	of	the	brain,	the	eye,	and	the	heart.	The
objective	of	this	joint	operation	is	to	depict	the	content	of	some	event	which	is	in	the	process	of	unfolding,	and	to	communicate	impressions.Henri	Cartier-BressonHis	best	work	is	remarkable	for	the	fact	that	he	completely	ignores	photographic	traditions	and	the	usual	dramatic	props	of	the	photojournalist.For	instance,	when	Cartier-Bresson	covered
the	coronation	of	George	VI	in	London	in	1937,	instead	of	photographing	the	procession	like	every	other	photojournalist,	he	turned	his	camera	on	the	crowd	instead.Coronation	of	King	George	VI,	London,	England.	May	1937	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosCartier-Bresson	believed	that	the	story	is	just	as	much	about	you	and	how	you	see	the
world.You	have	to	know	in	which	framework	you	have	to	tell	your	story	for	the	magazine,	but	you	must	not	work	for	the	magazine	you	work	for	yourself,	and	the	story.Henri	Cartier-BressonHe	wasnt	interested	in	staged	or	studio	photography	and	preferred	a	more	candid	approach.Manufactured	or	staged	photography	does	not	concern	me.	And	if	I
make	a	judgment	it	can	only	be	on	a	psychological	or	sociological	level.	There	are	those	who	take	photographs	arranged	beforehand	and	those	who	go	out	to	discover	the	image	and	seize	it.If	youre	looking	for	more	of	an	insight	into	Cartier-Bressons	working	methods	on	assignment,	then	I	recommend	reading	Ishu	Patels,	My	Time	with	Henri	Cartier-
Bresson.	Heres	a	small	extract	from	the	article:Over	the	years	he	had	simplified	the	technical	part	of	photography	to	suit	his	unobtrusive	shooting	style	and	still	create	a	technically	perfect	photograph.For	instance,	he	judged	the	light	by	eye,	although	he	carried	a	small	light	meter	in	his	pants	pocket.	Since	he	mostly	shot	in	shaded	areas	he	set	his	F
stop	at	5.6	or	8	and	shutter	speed	at	1/60th	to	1/125th	of	a	second,	so	he	could	quickly	pay	attention	to	his	subject	matter.	He	made	it	clear	that,	technique	is	not	so	important	to	me,	but	people	and	their	activities	are.He	said,	Think	about	the	photograph	before	and	after,	but	not	during.	The	secret	is	to	take	your	time	but	also	to	be	very	quick.	In	other
words	there	was	to	be	no	cropping	of	the	image	later,	no	dodging	or	other	tricks	used	in	printing.	The	image	captured	on	film	had	to	stand	on	its	own	merits.Ishu	PatelIsland	of	Siphnos,	the	Cyclades,	Greece	1961	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosCartier-Bresson	rarely	processed	film	himself	and	would	often	send	his	films	to	someone	he	trusted.
The	same	goes	for	printing.	This	allowed	him	to	spend	more	time	out	shooting	instead	of	in	the	darkroom.He	says	that	an	image	shouldnt	be	over-processed	and	that	you	should	only	set	out	to	recreate	the	mood	of	the	scene	you	captured.During	the	process	of	enlarging,	it	is	essential	to	re-create	the	values	and	mood	of	the	time	the	picture	was	taken;
or	even	to	modify	the	print	so	as	to	bring	it	into	line	with	the	intentions	of	the	photographer	at	the	moment	he	shot	it.Cartier-Bresson	believed	that	if	you	shoot	a	bad	photo,	no	amount	of	post-processing	(darkroom	work	in	his	day)	can	make	it	any	better.The	Editing	ProcessWhen	editing	his	work,	Cartier-Bresson	often	looked	at	his	contact	sheets	or
prints	upside	down,	so	he	could	judge	the	merit	of	his	images	as	a	composition,	rather	than	being	influenced	by	content	and	subject.For	photographers,	there	are	two	kinds	of	selection	to	be	made,	and	either	of	them	can	lead	to	eventual	regrets.	There	is	the	selection	we	make	when	we	look	through	the	viewfinder	at	the	subject;	and	there	is	the	one
we	make	after	the	films	have	been	developed	and	printed.	After	developing	and	printing,	you	must	go	about	separating	the	pictures	which,	though	they	are	all	right,	arent	the	strongest.Henri	Cartier-BressonCartier-Bresson	also	shares	why	it	is	important	to	learn	from	our	failures:When	its	too	late,	then	you	know	with	a	terrible	clarity	exactly	where
you	failed;	and	at	this	point,	you	often	recall	the	telltale	feeling	you	had	while	you	were	actually	making	the	pictures.Was	it	a	feeling	of	hesitation	due	to	uncertainty?	Was	it	because	of	some	physical	gulf	between	yourself	and	the	unfolding	event?	Was	it	simply	that	you	did	not	take	into	account	a	certain	detail	in	relation	to	the	whole	setup?	Or	was	it
(and	this	is	more	frequent)	that	your	glance	became	vague,	your	eye	wandered	off?Cartier-Bresson	looking	at	contact	sheets	at	Magnum,	New	York.	1959	Rene	Burri/Magnum	PhotosCartier-Bresson	believed	that	a	composition	should	serve	to	highlight	the	subject	and	anything	that	may	distract	the	viewer	should	be	eliminated	from	the	frame.If	a
photograph	is	to	communicate	its	subject	in	all	its	intensity,	the	relationship	of	form	must	be	rigorously	established.	Photography	implies	the	recognition	of	a	rhythm	in	the	world	of	real	things.	What	the	eye	does	is	to	find	and	focus	on	the	particular	subject	within	the	mass	of	reality;	what	the	camera	does	is	simply	to	register	upon	film	the	decision
made	by	the	eye.Henri	Cartier-BressonThough	his	photographs	may	appear	to	be	spontaneous,	in	reality,	his	compositions	are	highly	calculated.	To	achieve	this	he	used	a	number	of	techniques	from	art	including	the	Golden	Ratio	(also	known	as	the	Golden	Rule).Cartier-Bresson	says	that	while	we	should	always	think	about	composition	when	it	comes
to	the	actual	shooting	of	the	image,	the	photographer	should	always	use	intuition.	Cartier-Bresson	shoots	what	feels	right,	not	what	conforms	to	compositional	rules.Composition	must	be	one	of	our	constant	preoccupations,	but	at	the	moment	of	shooting	it	can	stem	only	from	our	intuition,	for	we	are	out	to	capture	the	fugitive	moment,	and	all	the
interrelationships	involved	are	on	the	move.Gold	Rush.	Shanghai,	December	1948	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosWhen	Charlie	Rose	interviewed	Cartier-Bresson,	he	asked	him,	What	makes	a	great	composition?	Cartier-Bresson	simply	replied,	Geometry.My	passion	has	never	been	for	photography	in	itself,	but	for	the	possibility	through
forgetting	yourself	of	recording	in	a	fraction	of	a	second	the	emotion	of	the	subject,	and	the	beauty	of	the	form;	that	is,	a	geometry	awakened	by	whats	offered.	The	photographic	shot	is	one	of	my	sketch	pads.Henri	Cartier-BressonIf	you	look	at	any	of	his	images,	youll	notice	whenever	possible	he	makes	use	of	geometric	lines	and	shapes	(triangles,
circles,	and	squares)	using	them	as	frames	within	frames	or	to	draw	the	viewer	into	the	image.In	order	to	give	a	meaning	to	the	world,	one	has	to	feel	oneself	involved	in	what	one	frames	through	the	viewfinder.	This	attitude	requires	concentration,	a	discipline	of	mind,	sensitivity,	and	a	sense	of	geometry	it	is	by	great	economy	of	means	that	one
arrives	at	simplicity	of	expression.	One	must	always	take	photographs	with	the	greatest	respect	for	the	subject	and	for	oneself.Train	to	Ascot	from	Waterloo	Station.	London,	England	1953	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosSo	what	compositional	tools	did	Cartier-Bresson	use?	He	mainly	used	a	technique	called	the	Golden	Ratio,	also	known	as	the
Golden	Rule.Not	only	did	he	use	it	when	framing	his	shot,	but	he	also	used	it	when	analyzing	his	images	during	the	editing	stage.In	applying	the	Golden	Rule,	the	only	pair	of	compasses	at	the	photographers	disposal	is	his	own	pair	of	eyes.	Any	geometrical	analysis,	any	reducing	of	the	picture	to	a	schema,	can	be	done	only	(because	of	its	very	nature)
after	the	photograph	has	been	taken,	developed,	and	printed	and	then	it	can	be	used	only	for	a	post-mortem	examination	of	the	picture.I	hope	we	will	never	see	the	day	when	photo	shops	sell	little	schema	grills	to	clamp	onto	our	viewfinders;	and	the	Golden	Rule	will	never	be	found	etched	on	our	ground	glass.Henri	Cartier-BressonNow	you	might	be
asking	yourself	what	is	the	Golden	Rule?	To	answer	that	fully	it	would	take	another	article,	but	heres	a	quick	summary:The	golden	ratio,	also	known	as	Phi,	is	a	mathematical	tool	used	to	achieve	visual	harmony	and	balance	in	a	composition.	To	many,	its	the	most	pleasing	way	of	arranging	lines	and	shapes	in	a	composition.This	technique	was	used	by
some	of	the	greatest	artists	of	all	time,	and	the	calculation	has	been	found	in	their	most	famous	works.	Leonardo	da	Vinci	was	an	artist	who	used	the	golden	ratio	technique	extensively.Like	the	rule	of	thirds,	this	mathematical	concept	can	be	applied	to	photography	to	make	images	more	visually	appealing	to	the	viewer.Bankers	Trust,	Manhattan,	New
York,	1960	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosCartier-Bresson	is	one	of	the	original	purists	that	insisted	on	never	cropping	his	images	and	printing	the	whole	negative.He	believed	that	whenever	you	took	a	photo,	it	should	always	be	composed	in	the	viewfinder.	If	he	wasnt	happy	with	the	framing	or	composition,	he	would	disregard	the	image.If
you	start	cutting	or	cropping	a	good	photograph,	it	means	death	to	the	geometrically	correct	interplay	of	proportions.	Besides,	it	very	rarely	happens	that	a	photograph	which	was	feebly	composed	can	be	saved	by	reconstruction	of	its	composition	under	the	darkrooms	enlarger;	the	integrity	of	vision	is	no	longer	there.Henri	Cartier-BressonThe
photographer,	Eve	Arnold,	an	old	friend	and	colleague	at	Magnum,	maintains	that	CartierBresson	would	crop	his	photographs	if	it	made	a	better	image.	This	was	the	case	with	Behind	Gare	St.	Lazar,	which	is	one	of	only	a	few	images	that	he	allowed	to	be	cropped.	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosAlthough	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	is	famous	for	his
candid	style	of	photography,	he	did	also	take	a	number	of	portraits	in	his	career.He	always	preferred	to	take	his	sitters	portrait	at	home.	When	asked	how	long	the	session	would	take,	he	liked	to	answer,	Longer	than	the	dentist	but	shorter	than	the	psychoanalyst.If	the	photographer	is	to	have	a	chance	of	achieving	a	true	reflection	of	a	persons	world
which	is	as	much	outside	him	as	inside	him	it	is	necessary	that	the	subject	of	the	portrait	should	be	in	a	situation	normal	to	him.We	must	respect	the	atmosphere	which	surrounds	the	human	being,	and	integrate	into	the	portrait	the	individuals	habitat	for	man,	no	less	than	animals,	has	his	habitat.Henri	Cartier-BressonAnother	important	portrait	lesson
is	to	remain	unobtrusive,	so	the	subject	forgets	about	the	camera.	He	also	recommends	not	using	any	flashy	equipment,	which	can	intimidate	the	subject:Above	all,	the	sitter	must	be	made	to	forget	about	the	camera	and	the	photographer	who	is	handling	it.	Complicated	equipment	and	light	reflectors	and	various	other	items	of	hardware	are	enough,
to	my	mind,	to	prevent	the	birdie	from	coming	out.Henri	Matisse,	Vence,	France.	1944	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosNext,	Cartier-Bresson	provides	an	insight	into	capturing	the	emotion	of	the	human	face	and	the	importance	of	getting	to	know	your	subject.What	is	there	more	fugitive	and	transitory	than	the	expression	on	a	human	face?	The
first	impression	given	by	a	particular	face	is	often	the	right	one;	but	the	photographer	should	try	always	to	substantiate	the	first	impression	by	living	with	the	person	concerned.Usually,	when	taking	a	portrait,	I	feel	like	putting	a	few	questions	just	to	get	the	reaction	of	a	person.	Its	difficult	to	talk	at	the	same	time	that	you	observe	with	intensity	the
face	of	somebody.	But	still,	you	must	establish	a	contact	of	some	sort.Whereas	with	Ezra	Pound,	I	stood	in	front	of	him	for	maybe	an	hour	and	a	half	in	utter	silence.	We	were	looking	at	each	other	in	the	eye.	He	was	rubbing	his	fingers.	I	took	maybe	altogether	one	good	photograph,	four	other	possible,	and	two	which	were	not	interesting.	That	makes
about	six	pictures	in	an	hour	and	a	half.	And	no	embarrassment	on	either	side.Henri	Cartier-BressonCartier-Bresson	explains	why	its	difficult	to	take	portraits	for	customers	and	finding	the	right	balance.The	decisive	moment	and	psychology,	no	less	than	camera	position,	are	the	principal	factors	in	the	making	of	a	good	portrait.It	seems	to	me	it	would
be	pretty	difficult	to	be	a	portrait	photographer	for	customers	who	order	and	pay	since,	apart	from	a	Maecenas	or	two,	they	want	to	be	flattered,	and	the	result	is	no	longer	real.The	sitter	is	suspicious	of	the	objectivity	of	the	camera,	while	the	photographer	is	after	an	acute	psychological	study	of	the	sitter.Henri	Cartier-BressonFinally,	he	says	that	a
portrait	is	not	only	a	reflection	of	the	sitter	but	also	the	photographer.It	is	true,	too,	that	a	certain	identity	is	manifest	in	all	the	portraits	taken	by	one	photographer.	The	photographer	is	searching	for	identity	of	his	sitter,	and	also	trying	to	fulfil	an	expression	of	himself.	The	true	portrait	emphasizes	neither	the	suave	nor	the	grotesque,	but	reflects	the
personality.Ezra	Pound,	Venice	1971	Henri	Cartier-Bresson/Magnum	PhotosLeica	M3	and	50mm	Leica	SummicronThis	was	Cartier-Bressons	setup	for	most	of	his	life.	For	landscapes,	he	also	used	a	wide-angle	and	telephoto	lens.I	think	with	the	50	mm	you	can	cover	a	large	number	of	things.	Sometimes,	especially	for	landscape,	you	need	a	90	mm
because	it	cuts	all	the	foreground	which	is	not	that	interesting.	But	this	you	dont	decide	beforehand	Im	going	to	work	with	such	a	lens	no.It	depends	on	the	subject.	The	subject	guides	you,	its	there.	Your	frame,	you	see	it,	its	a	recognition	of	a	certain	geometrical	order,	as	well	as	of	the	subject.Henri	Cartier-BressonHe	started	with	a	Leica	II	and	III
with	Elmar	50mm	before	making	the	switch.	He	also	used	a	Zeiss	Sonnar	50mm	at	times.We	dont	need	very	big	equipment.	Practically	I	work	all	the	time	with	a	50	mm,	a	very	wide	open	lens	because	I	never	know	if	Im	going	to	be	in	a	dark	room	taking	a	picture	in	this	moment	and	outside	in	full	bright	sun	the	next	moment.Henri	Cartier-Bresson	in
1957.	Photograph	by	Jane	Bown	The	ObserverCartier-Bresson	didnt	believe	in	using	flash	and	he	famously	covered	his	cameras	body	in	black	tape	to	make	it	less	conspicuous.	The	35mm	Leica	camera	allowed	him	to	photograph	without	attracting	attention.Cartier-Bresson	worked	exclusively	with	black	and	white	film.	He	never	took	to	color	film,
despite	a	few	brave	attempts	in	the	late	50s	when	working	on	an	assignment	at	the	magazines	request.Heres	what	he	had	to	say	on	why	we	shouldnt	concern	ourselves	with	the	sharpness	of	an	image	(or	lenses	for	that	matter).I	am	constantly	amused	by	the	notion	that	some	people	have	about	photographic	technique	a	notion	which	reveals	itself	in	an
insatiable	craving	for	sharpness	of	images.Is	this	the	passion	of	an	obsession?	Or	do	these	people	hope,	by	this	trompe	loeil	technique,	to	get	to	closer	grips	with	reality?	In	either	case,	they	are	just	as	far	away	from	the	real	problem	as	those	of	that	other	generation	which	used	to	endow	all	its	photographic	anecdotes	with	an	intentional	unsharpness
such	as	it	was	deemed	to	be	artistic.Henri	Cartier-BressonOther	Cartier-Bresson	ResourcesRecommended	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	BooksDisclaimer:	Photogpedia	is	an	Amazon	Associate	and	earns	from	qualifying	purchases.Henri	Cartier-Bresson	VideosPen,	Brush	and	CameraInterview	with	Charlie	Rose	(2002)Henri	Cartier	Bresson	Just	Plain	Love
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1988Icons	Of	Photography	The	20th	Century,	1999The	Minds	Eye:	Writings	on	Photography	and	Photographers,	2004Henri	Cartier	Bresson:	The	man,	the	image	and	the	world,	2006Encyclopedia	of	Twentieth-century	Photography,	2005Henri	Cartier	Bresson:	Scrapbook,	2006The	Decisive	Moment,	1952	(2018	edition)Henri	Cartier-Bresson:	A
Biography,	2012Masters	of	Photography,	Aperture,	2015	Of	all	the	means	of	expression,	photography	is	the	only	one	that	fixes	the	precise	moment.	We	play	with	things	that	disappear	and	that,	once	disappeared,	it	is	impossible	to	revive.	For	us,	what	disappears,	disappears	forever:	hence	our	anguish	and	also	the	essential	originality	of	our
trade.What	comes	out	of	that	camera	is	no	stranger	to	the	economy	of	a	world	of	waste,	where	tensions	are	increasingly	intense	and	where	the	ecological	consequences	are	already	excessive.Henri	Cartier-BressonPhoto	by	Source	(WP:NFCC#4)	Every	street	photographer	eventually	stumbles	upon	the	dogmatic	term	called	decisive	moment.
Photographers	who	are	familiar	with	this	term	are	mainly	admirers	of	the	legendary	French	photographer,	Henri	Cartier-Bresson.While	it	is	true	that	he	coined	this	term,	decisive	moment	wasn't	meant	to	be	dogma,	but	more	of	a	personal	mantra.Capturing	decisive	moments	has	become	an	important	goal	for	many	street	photographers.	At	the	same
time,	Bresson's	term	has	become	vastly	misunderstood	over	many	decades.	That's	why	we	need	to	explain	it	carefully	for	the	sake	of	anyone	who's	into	street	photography	nowadays.The	Beginning	of	the	ConceptTo	provide	some	context	here,	its	important	to	say	that	during	the	early	years	of	street	photography	when	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	and	many
other	great	photographers	(Brassa,	Berenice	Abbott,	Man	Ray,	Robert	Doisneau,	Walker	Evans)	were	active,	a	global	revolution	in	photography	was	flourishing.Lightweight	35mm	cameras	became	more	available	and	they	were	no	longer	regarded	as	cheap	alternatives	to	medium	and	large-format	cameras.	These	new	small	cameras	allowed
photographers	to	take	images	quickly	they	could	capture	people	in	candid	and	genuine	situations.Photo	of	Cartier-Bresson's	first	Leica	by	AlainB	on	Wikimedia,	CC	BY-SA	2.0,I	hope	that	people	who	dislike	mirrorless	cameras	are	reading	this	article	because	it	can	help	them	understand	that	even	their	beloved	full-frame	format	was	once	criticized	by
those	who	preferred	medium	and	large-format	photography.It	is	funny	to	mention	that	photography,	in	general,	wasn't	considered	a	visual	art	for	a	long	time	because	of	many	wild	aficionados	of	classical	painting.Therefore,	thanks	to	this	increasingly	popular	35mm	format,	more	photographers	were	able	to	record	intriguing	street	scenes.	This	format
unlocked	a	new	world	of	possibilities	for	many	photographers	a	world	in	which	they	were	able	to	capture	brief	everyday	scenes	and	transform	them	into	meaningful	visual	compositions.Peter	Stepan,an	art	historian,	and	curator	says	that	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	created	a	visual	counterpart	of	surrealist	writing	with	his	photography.	Throughout	his	life,
he	defended	the	importance	of	not	forcing	photography	but	letting	it	flow.About	his	relationship	with	his	35mm	Leica	camera,	he	wrote:	It	became	the	extension	of	my	eye,	and	it	never	left	me	alone.A	Personal	MantraThe	term	decisive	moment	was	something	that	Cartier-Bresson	has	come	up	with	after	pursuing	street	photography	for	a	while.	It	was
more	of	a	personal	thing	for	him,	something	that	couldnt	be	taught	but	only	pursued.The	concept	of	the	decisive	moment	implies	that	the	photographer	must	be	able	to	anticipate	an	important	moment	within	the	constant	flow	of	life	and	capture	it	in	a	fraction	of	a	second.	Therefore,	the	key	to	the	decisive	moment	is	the	ability	to	anticipate.He	also
said	that	if	he	pressed	the	shutter	while	observing	the	moment	he	wanted	to	capture,	it	was	already	long	gone.Image	by	Federico	AlegraI	want	to	pause	here	to	talk	about	the	price	you	have	to	pay	when	stealing	candid	moments	with	DSLR	cameras.	With	non-intrusive	cameras	from	vintage	TLRs	to	rangefinders	and	of	course	with	modern	mirrorless
cameras	you	can	see	the	whole	thing,	even	when	pressing	the	shutter	button,	due	to	their	lack	of	flapping	mirrors.On	the	other	hand,	with	DSLR	cameras,	you	have	to	pay	an	extremely	high	price	to	capture	candid	moments	through	the	viewfinder.Perhaps	this	video	can	better	illustrate	what	I'm	talking	about.Three	Elements	Of	The	Decisive
Moment:Time	and	anticipation:	This	one	is	pretty	much	covered	so	far;	anticipation	is	the	key.Composition:	Anticipation	is	not	enough.	The	scene	also	has	to	look	good	and	this	is	only	achieved	with	great	composition.	Composition	beats	everything,	especially	if	it's	perfectly	exposed	and	properly	focused.Meaning:	A	photograph	might	be	amazing,	but
if	it	doesnt	have	a	meaningful	element	within	the	frame,	it's	just	a	good-looking	average	shot.Photography	itself	seemed	to	be	an	easy	activity.	It	is	a	diverse	and	ambiguous	operation	in	which	the	only	common	denominator	among	those	who	practice	it	is	the	camera.Cartier-Bresson	knew	that	photography	has	a	unique	ability	to	capture	time,	suspend
it	and	preserve	it	in	the	shape	of	an	image.	He	said:	Photography	is,	for	me,	the	spontaneous	impulse	of	a	perpetual	visual	attention,	which	captures	the	moment	and	its	eternity.Image	by	Federico	AlegraTo	photograph	something	is	to	hold	our	breath	when	all	our	faculties	are	focused	on	the	fleeting	reality.	In	such	cases,	capturing	an	image	gives	a
great	emotional	and	intellectual	joy.	To	photograph	is	to	put	our	head,	eyes,	heart,	and	soul	in	the	same	perspective,	aligning	not	only	our	senses	but	also	our	feelings	and	intentions	inside	that	small	viewfinder	into	which	the	entire	world	fits	in	perfectly.Only	after	learning	the	technical	skills	required	to	capture	light	we	can	become	truly	competent
photographers	who	understand	the	philosophy	of	the	decisive	moment.Personally,	I	think	that	if	street	photographers	consider	Cartier-Bresson	the	master	of	this	genre	even	nowadays,	it	is	truly	valuable	for	them	to	understand	his	ideas	about	photography,	especially	his	concept	of	the	decisive	moment.He	said	that	since	its	very	beginning,
photography	hasn't	changed	at	all,	besides	some	technicalities	that	don't	matter	so	much	compared	with	the	central	concepts	such	as	composition	and	proper	timing.Further	Reading	The	photographic	master	Henri	Cartier-Bresson	made	some	key	observations	about	photography,	translated	as	the	decisive	moment	which	is	often	(incorrectly)
characterized	as:	capturing	an	event	that	is	ephemeral	and	spontaneous,	where	the	image	represents	the	essence	of	the	event	itself.	Much	is	written	about	the	psychophysical	experience	of	decisive	moments	but	these	inferences,	while	interesting	and	cool,	are	not	what	Cartier-Bresson	was	talking	about	and	the	wrong	takeaway	from	his	writing.
While	it	might	seem	like	a	somewhat	academic	debate,	I	not	only	find	Cartier-Bressons	writings	to	be	particularly	instructive	today	but	also	that	the	misunderstanding	undermines	anyone	trying	to	learn	street	photography.	The	1952	first	edition	of	The	Decisive	Moment	by	Henri	Cartier-Bresson.	The	book	Cartier-Bresson	penned	in	1952,	in	French,
was	called	Images	la	Sauvette	(Images	on	the	Run)	and	along	with	a	great	portfolio	of	his	work,	is	a	very	concise	review	of	his	process	of	photojournalism.	It	was	quite	literally	about	taking	pictures	in	a	dynamic	and	moving	world.	He	used	the	term	decisive	moment	in	his	writing,	with	very	specific	meaning,	but	the	term	was	appropriated	as	the	title	in
the	English	translation	and	has	led	to	a	generation	that	misses	the	point	entirely.	Note:	All	quotations	are	from	Cartier-Bressons	The	Decisive	Moment	Simon	and	Schuster/Editions	Verve,	1952.	The	Decisive	Moment	is	Only	About	Composition	Here	the	decisive	moment	is	described:	If	a	photograph	is	to	communicate	its	subject	in	all	its	intensity,	the
relationship	of	form	must	be	rigorously	established.	Photography	implies	the	recognition	of	a	rhythm	in	the	world	of	real	things.	What	the	eye	does	is	to	find	and	focus	on	the	particular	subject	within	the	mass	of	reality	In	a	photograph,	composition	is	the	result	of	a	simultaneous	coalition,	the	organic	coordination	of	elements	seen	by	the	eye.	One	does
not	add	composition	as	though	it	were	an	afterthought	superimposed	on	the	basic	subject	material,	since	it	is	impossible	to	separate	content	from	form.	Composition	must	have	its	own	inevitability	about	it.	But	inside	movement	there	is	one	moment	at	which	the	elements	in	motion	are	in	balance.	Photography	must	seize	upon	this	moment	and	hold
immobile	the	equilibrium	of	it.	[emphasis	mine]	The	decisive	moment	is	a	property	of	vantage	point	and	framing	(and	of	course	timing),	and	not	about	the	quintessence	of	the	external	event.	His	point	is	that	in	the	swirl	of	humanity	and	nature,	all	around	us,	there	are	occasional	fleeting	moments	where	moving	objects	align	naturally	in	the	frame.	It	is
true,	however,	that	when	all	those	compositional	elements	align,	the	thing	that	youre	photographing	can	reveal	something	magical	and	iconic.	But	this	is	a	result	of	the	composition.	And	capturing	it	really	cannot	be	accomplished	through	organized	thinking	and	forced	structure	it	happens	through	instinct,	of	pressing	the	shutter	release	at	an	instant
based	on	intuition.	Composition	must	be	one	of	our	constant	preoccupations,	but	at	the	moment	of	shooting	it	can	stem	only	from	our	intuition,	for	we	are	out	to	capture	the	fugitive	moment,	and	all	the	interrelationships	involved	are	on	the	move.	I	find	that	this	demonstration	of	physics	is	a	good	illustration	of	how	moving	objects	in	the	real	world	can
seem	chaotic	and	random,	but	periodically,	in	certain	moments,	there	is	pattern	and	harmony,	which	quickly	dissipates	(You	might	want	to	mute	the	sound	on	this	video):	The	real	world	obviously	isnt	this	structured,	but	these	feelings	underly	catching	decisive	moments	the	instances	when	objects	in	motion	achieve	visual	harmony.	In	addition,
because	of	this	position,	Cartier-Bresson	makes	a	case	against	cropping	pointing	out	that	if	you	compose	carefully	in	shooting,	cropping	wont	create	balances	and	harmony	that	you	missed.	One	can	debate	that	many	great	and	famous	photos	are	the	result	of	cropping	the	portrait	of	Stravinsky	by	Arnold	Newman	is	one	example	of	many	but	Cartier-
Bressons	desire	to	accomplish	this	in-camera	is	laudable	(and	also	a	dig	at	magazine	editors	who	might	crop	a	good	photo	which	usually	kills	it):	If	you	start	cutting	or	cropping	a	good	photograph,	it	means	death	to	the	geometrically	correct	interplay	of	proportions.	Besides,	it	very	rarely	happens	that	a	photograph	which	was	feebly	composed	can	be
saved	by	reconstruction	of	its	composition	under	the	darkrooms	enlarger;	the	integrity	of	vision	is	no	longer	there.	Henri	Cartier-Bressons	Behind	the	Gare	Saint-Lazare	(1932)	is	often	cited	as	an	example	of	his	decisive	moment.	He	Disses	The	Rule	of	Thirds,	Golden	Mean,	and	Other	Rules	Importantly,	Cartier-Bresson	articulates	why	rules	are	not	the
way	composition	is	done.	And	while	the	Golden	Mean	(and	I	would	add,	The	Rule	of	Thirds)	might	be	interesting	for	analysis	they	have	no	place	in	taking	a	photo:	Any	geometrical	analysis,	any	reducing	of	the	picture	to	a	schema,	can	be	done	only	(because	of	its	very	nature)	after	the	photograph	has	been	taken,	developed,	and	printed	and	then	it	can
be	used	only	for	a	postmortem	examination	of	the	picture.	I	hope	we	will	never	see	the	day	when	photo	shops	sell	little	schema	grills	to	clamp	onto	our	viewfinders;	and	the	Golden	Rule	will	never	be	found	etched	on	our	ground	glass.	[emphasis	mine]	I	think	Cartier-Bresson	would	be	bummed	by	the	use	of	the	Rule	of	Thirds	grids	that	are	sometimes
provided	in	camera	viewfinders,	and	utterly	inappropriate	as	foundations	for	teaching	photographic	composition.	A	Dynamic	Situation	in	a	Single	Image	Early	in	the	book,	he	articulates	his	ambition	to	capture	the	essence	of	a	dynamic	situation	in	a	single	image	the	source	of	the	misuse	of	a	decisive	moment	I	prowled	the	streets	all	day,	feeling	very
strung-up	and	ready	to	pounce,	determined	to	trap	life	to	preserve	life	in	the	act	of	living.	Above	all,	I	craved	to	seize,	in	the	confines	of	one	single	photograph,	the	whole	essence	of	some	situation	that	was	in	the	process	of	unrolling	itself	before	my	eyes.	He	continues	to	describe	a	photo	story	a	series	of	photos	used	to	cover	an	event.	This	is	often
conflated	with	the	above	ambition.	But	hes	suggesting	that	it	would	be	unusual	for	a	single	image	to	convey	what	a	series	of	images	can.	Sometimes	there	is	one	unique	picture	whose	composition	possesses	such	vigor	and	richness,	and	whose	content	so	radiates	outward	from	it,	that	this	single	picture	is	a	whole	story	in	itself.	But	this	rarely	happens.
Hyres,	France	(1932)	is	another	often-cited	example	of	Cartier-Bressons	decisive	moment	concept.	Not	Over	(or	Under)	Shooting	He	warns	about	overshooting;	photographers	need	to	balance	shooting	a	ton	of	photos	and	not	shooting	enough	and	missing	something	important.	A	photographer	needs	to	be	discriminating.	[The	real	world]	offer[s]	such
an	abundance	of	material	that	a	photographer	must	guard	against	the	temptation	of	trying	to	do	everything	Cartier-Bresson	writes.	Its	essential	to	avoid	shooting	like	a	machine-gunner	and	burdening	yourself	with	useless	recordings	This	is	particularly	apt	today,	with	the	low	friction	in	shooting,	and	shifting	the	burden	to	exhaustive	post-production.
Of	course	you	dont	want	to	miss	the	moment,	and	certainly	there	are	subjects	everywhere	that	could	be	made	interesting,	but	he	suggests	this	coverage	needs	to	be	measured.	Candid	Photography	for	Authenticity	Cartier-Bresson	discusses	the	importance	of	being	surreptitious	in	shooting	if	you	want	to	capture	something	authentic.	Remember	that
the	small	high-quality	camera	was	relatively	new,	and	so	was	the	attraction	to	candid	photography,	of	which	he	was	a	proponent.	He	says:	In	whatever	picture-story	we	try	to	do,	we	are	bound	to	arrive	as	intruders.	It	is	essential,	therefore,	to	approach	the	subject	on	tiptoe	even	if	the	subject	is	still-life.	A	velvet	hand,	a	hawks	eye	these	we	should	all
have.	He	says	that	if	your	intention	to	shoot	is	made	obvious,	you	need	to	back	off	and	get	your	subjects	comfortable	with	your	presence.	When	the	subject	is	in	any	way	uneasy,	the	personality	goes	away	where	the	camera	cant	reach	it.	Related,	he	argues	for	shooting	in	natural	light,	so	as	not	to	disturb	the	true	scene.	And	no	photographs	taken	with
the	aid	of	flashlight	either,	if	only	out	of	respect	of	the	actual	light	even	when	there	isnt	any	of	it.	Unless	a	photographer	observes	such	conditions	as	these,	he	may	become	an	intolerably	aggressive	character.	On	Finding	Subject	Matter	Cartier-Bresson	makes	the	case	that	many	others	have	made	that	there	is	no	end	of	possible	subject	matter	(and	as
Elliott	Erwitt	said	years	later,	that	photography	is	less	about	the	object	and	more	about	how	you	see	it.)	Cartier-Bresson	says	There	is	subject	in	all	that	takes	place	in	the	world	and	In	photography,	the	smallest	thing	can	be	a	great	subject.	He	continues	Subject	does	not	consist	of	a	collection	of	facts	which	speaks	to	the	distinction	between
photographing	objects	vs.	moments.	There	are	thousands	of	ways	to	distill	the	essence	of	something	that	captivates	us.	He	goes	on	to	detail	shooting	portraits	and	faces,	and	in	attempting	to	capture	the	identity	of	the	sitter,	noting	the	problematic	relationship	with	a	client	who	wants	to	be	flattered,	and	the	result	is	no	longer	real.	The	Decisive
Moment	is	considered	one	of	the	most	important	books	in	the	20th	century	about	photography,	and	there	are	ample	lessons	in	his	elegant	text,	illustrated	by	his	historic	work.	But	the	continued	misuse	and	misunderstanding	of	his	lessons	should	be	revisited	by	photographic	instructors.	P.S.	If	you	enjoy	this	perspective,	I	encourage	you	to	take	one	of
my	workshops	through	the	Santa	Fe	Photographic	Workshops.	There	are	3-week	online	programs	throughout	the	year,	and	this	August	there	is	a	special	in-person	1-week	intensive	that	should	be	fun	for	any	creative	amateur,	maybe	if	youve	plateaued,	feel	like	youre	good	at	picture	taking,	but	want	to	push	yourself.	Anyway,	Thanks	for	listening.
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