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Tim Daly introduces the first in a new series of practical projects 
designed to inspire your creative practice and win you prizes…

Photo Project 1: 
Urban traces

W
e’ve all been documenting our surroundings 
since the birth of photography. People, places 
and things change all the time, so there’s every 
reason to record them before they disappear.

Documentary photography is generally linked with an 
impartial way of interpreting the world; however, some of  
the greatest photographers have produced highly 
personalised and selective interpretations of their subjects.

Blockbuster photographic projects such as Edward 
Burtynsky’s Oil are conceived and realised across different 

continents and involve a supporting cast of production and 
research assistants. Vast in both scope and printed outcome 
(the exhibition prints were wall-sized), Oil crystallised the 
tipping point of capitalism’s dependence on fossil fuel – a 
big story reaching across different timelines and cultures.

Yet you could shoot a documentary in any run-down 
estuary town and make exactly the same point with your 
work as I’ve done in this example. For this first project, 
choose an environment that you know best and have easy 
access to.

The purpose of this assignment is to exercise and develop 
your observational skills and awareness by creating a set of 
images of an urban environment.

In the project it’s not important to create a balanced or 
impartial version of the story, it’s more about revealing 
an unseen or unfolding aspect of society through your 
subjective photographs. Rather than confront your subject 

head-on, try to find smaller things to shoot that symbolise 
or suggest how our urban environment is changing. People, 
places and things are all acceptable subject matter, your task 
is to dig deep and reveal your own personal observations.

To get you started, here are five possible ways of 
approaching the project. Choose one of these, or run with 
your own idea instead.

Section 1 the brief – Urban traces

1 signs of the times 2 marking oUt

3 a sPecial collection

4 beneath the sUrface

5 oUt of season

Consider how buildings, shop fronts, retail parks, public spaces 
and street furniture can represent the precarious nature of our 
economy. You might find a row of boarded-up shops or a retail 
park that has seen better days. Consider the time of day that you 
shoot, it might be more profitable to shoot on a Sunday morning to 
emphasise the emptiness. For Sale signs and derelict advertising 
banners will be very evocative things to shoot and, as shown in 
this example, keep an open mind on how most words can have a 
double meaning. The great American photographer Walker Evans 
created memorable photographs of crumbling roadside America 
that have become potent symbols of the 1930s depression era.

We all define our territory in the environment in many different ways 
through graffiti, signage and even the fences we place around our 
property. Consider shooting houses, front gardens, driveways or 
other areas where we personalise our space. Consider using your 
viewfinder to crop out unwanted stuff and to make the message  
in your image much clearer.

In this example, the real name of the company was excluded 
from the shot to make the logo more ambiguous. Look at the 
photographs of Andre Kertesz, especially how he uses composition 
to exclude things from the frame. Sometimes it’s the surrounding 
stuff that you leave out which helps to make an image stronger.

By finding, shooting and grouping together similar things, you can 
start to create a more interesting story that’s otherwise difficult to 
visualise. Imagine what a collection of front doors would say about 
a particular urban environment, or all the pubs in an inner city zone?

For this theme, try to find links between previously unconnected 
things to suggest similarity or difference. Can you spot a trend 
emerging? Consider looking at the photographs and books of 
Bernd and Hilla Becher, who obsessively photographed  
examples of industrial and agricultural buildings.

Close-up textures of weathered material can symbolise decay but 
also provide abstract images of an unnoticed world. Move your 
lens closer to smaller situations that you find in your urban setting. 
There may be exquisite textures, lines and marks on an area no 
bigger than an A4 sheet of paper. Look at Aaron Siskind’s super-
sensory photographs of textured walls, wood and weathered 
materials. Can you make exquisite visual images in the most 
unlikely and ugly of places, such as this graffiti-sprayed wall?

Faded, empty and downtrodden tourist haunts are atmospheric locations for a documentary shoot, 
best approached when the light is grey and brooding. As this example shows, when selecting what 
to shoot try to emphasise emptiness, the impact of the weather and disintegration. Look at Eugene 
Atget’s carefully composed photographs of deserted Paris, where he turns the most ordinary shop 
display into a surrealist statement. Sometimes when you step back and make a wideangle shot, 
you can emphasise how odd something looks in its setting.

‘The purpose of this assignment is to exercise and 
develop your observational skills and awareness by 
creating a set of images of an urban environment.’

techniqUe
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send Us yoUr PictUres and yoU coUld  
Win a hahnemÜhle VoUcher Worth £100 

If you have been inspired by this photo project, then  
we want to see your work – and if we publish it you  

win a £100 voucher from Hahnemühle.

Send your pictures to: Photo Projects, Black+White 
Photography, GMC Publications Ltd, 86 High Street,  

Lewes BN7 1XN. Submission details on page 2.

deciding on yoUr final collection

Project goal

In the Library module, Lightroom presents you with a Grid view, 
where all your images are presented like a contact print, so you 
can visually edit your shoot with ease. Poor shots can be deleted 
and rated along a 1 to 5 star scale to help you tag favourable shots 
for later editing. Both Compare (as shown) and Survey mode can 
be used for viewing two or more images in the central desktop 
panel, again really useful if you want to compare slightly different 
variations in composition or exposure.

Collections are very useful for making early selections or 
groupings of images and are named folders which draw images 
from other shoot folders into a special compilation. You can create 
a collection for final project prints, first edit prints or perhaps to 
contain all the images for your portfolio.

You can communicate a complex idea in a single image, but you can also explore the underlying themes more sensitively 
in a collection of final images. Aim to create four final images from your project, as I’ve done in this example.

Section 3 shooting tiPs

organise yoUr sUbject VisUally
Experience comes with shooting many photographic situations 
over time and an intuitive understanding of visual balance will 
follow. When organising scenes in your viewfinder, each different 
element in your composition will vie for visual attention by its shape, 
colour, size and position. Over-cluttered compositions with too 
many elements in too many areas of the image lack emphasis 
and fail to send out a clear message. Strong colours and heavy 
textures can also dominate and swamp your main subject, as can 
intensely patterned backgrounds. If you can’t move these objects 
out of your frame, a good way of minimising their destructive effect 
is to blur them out using a wide aperture value. Visual weight can 
be described as the effect of a colour or tone pulling the viewer’s 
eye in a particular direction and if used effectively, can act as a 
counterbalance to the central subject. Don’t be afraid to leave 
empty space in your shot if it helps, as this example shows.

No photographer was born with innate compositional design 
skills, so most of us beg, borrow and steal ideas along the way. 
For immovable subjects or those out of reach, composition is 
completely influenced by your own shooting position together  
with your choice of wideangle or telephoto lens.

For more pliable and nearby subjects like people, composition 
can also be determined by your own direction and people 
organisation skills. Without a sense of adventure or the willingness 
to experiment, most photographers place their subjects centrally 
in the frame and don’t take advantage of dynamic compositional 
effects. Always try a couple of different variations for each shot.

create emPhasis  
throUgh comPosition

Section 4 finishing off

Project deVeloPment

create an artificial boUndary

The hardest aspect of your project is deciding where the 
boundaries are, so be careful not to take on too big an 
environment. A local town, district or zone is ideal but it’s useful 
to know that some of the very best photographic studies have 
been made in micro-environments. Josef Sudek’s beautiful 
studies of flowers and glasses of water were shot on the same 
windowsill in the same Prague studio over a period of 30 years. 
Shooting in exotic locations is easy, but making work in a mundane 
environment, as this example shows, is a real challenge. Limit 
your time to four weeks, as this will give you ample time to make 
an initial test shoot to check if there’s enough to go on, two main 
shoots and a final contingency shoot should anything go wrong.

Using an Ordnance Survey map as a simple grid reference 
starting point, the Bradford Grid and the Portland Grid 
Photography Projects allocated an ‘invisible’ square of the map to 
individual photographers. Each then built up a personal response 
to their allocated area. This strategy provides a starting point. 
Roads, trails, routes, historic boundaries all provide a similarly 
useful territory for you to explore. Check out the work of grid-
based photographers here:

bradfordgrid.co.uk
portlandgridproject.com

Section 2  
Planning yoUr Project

All pictures © Tim Daly

editing and reVieWing in lightroom

timdaly.com


