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THE FRAME
IS A DECISION

How attention, exclusion and patience turn ordinary streets into photographs.

A visual study of Eugène Atget, with a practical field method for the Fujifilm X-T50.
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Cover: Eugène Atget, Avenue des Gobelins, 1927. Public-domain image, Metropolitan Museum of Art via Wikimedia Commons.



T H E O R Y  /  AT T E N T I O N

The eye is not a camera
A frame is perceived as a hierarchy, not received as an inventory.

A
 camera can register thousands of edges at once. A 
viewer does not experience them equally. The eye 
searches, selects and revises. It is pulled first by local 
contrast, then by recognizable forms, then by 
whatever seems unusual inside the scene. A face can 
outweigh a building. A small white label can defeat 
a large dark wall. An isolated object can become 
dominant even when it occupies almost no area.

This is visual weight: the felt importance of an 
element inside the frame. It is not a property of size 
alone. Weight is produced by several forces working 
together: tonal contrast, saturation, sharpness, 
semantic recognition, isolation and proximity to an 
edge. The photographer's task is not to remove every 
competing element. It is to decide which 
competitions are productive.

FO UR SO URC ES OF VI SUAL  WEIG HT

contrast

isolation

recognition

A photograph is not busy because it contains many 
objects. It is busy when too many objects compete at 
similar strength. Conversely, a dense frame can feel 
calm when one visual order clearly dominates: a 
repeated pattern, a tonal block, a strong figure-
ground separation or a single direction of movement.

The practical question is therefore not, “What is my 
subject?” but, “What will be seen first, second and 
third?” That sequence is the beginning of 
photographic authorship.

A useful test

Shrink an image until it is no larger than a postage stamp. Fine detail disappears, but the dominant tonal 
masses remain. If the frame still reads, its hierarchy is probably clear. If it becomes visual static, the picture 
may be relying on subject matter rather than structure. Then enlarge it again and ask whether the details 
reinforce that first reading or contradict it in an interesting way.

V I S U A L  W E I G H T  I S  N O T  A  R U L E  O F  C O M P O S I T I O N .  I T  I S  A  WAY  T O  P R E D I C T  AT T E N T I O N .
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T H E O R Y  /  F R A M I N G

The frame is an argument
Every edge says: this matters; what lies beyond it does not matter in the same way.

A. The complete courtyard: vehicles, architecture and repair form one spatial system.

B. Crop toward machinery: modernity enters the story.

C. Crop toward walls: age, texture and enclosure dominate.

Framing is often taught as placement: put a person on a 
third, keep the horizon straight, avoid cutting through 
joints. Those instructions can prevent clumsy pictures, 
but they do not explain what a frame actually does. A 
frame converts continuous space into a proposition. By 
excluding most of the world, it claims that a particular 
set of relations is sufficient.

The edges are active. A figure entering from the left 
suggests a before; a figure leaving to the right suggests 
an after. A cropped object can feel accidental, aggressive 
or intimate depending on how much visual 
information remains. Empty space can imply distance, 
hesitation, surveillance or simply poor organization. 
The same square metre of pavement can be dead area in 
one image and a field of expectation in another.

Atget's courtyard makes the point. In the full frame, the car 
and motorcycles are not isolated subjects. They are 
temporary occupants of a layered architecture. The diagonal 
stair binds the right side to the centre; the low roofs pull the 
eye left; the open garage absorbs the darkest value. Crop 
tightly and the social meaning changes. Machinery becomes 
progress or intrusion. Crop the vehicles away and the 
photograph becomes an archaeological study of surfaces.

Good framing is not neatness. It is coherent tension. The 
best edge may cut through information because the cut 
keeps the viewer aware of a larger world. The worst edge is 
not an imperfect crop; it is an edge that creates an 
implication the rest of the picture cannot support.

E D G E  C H E C K Before releasing the shutter, trace all four edges with your eye. Ask what enters, what exits, 
what is pressed, and what is implied.

Image: Eugène Atget, Cour, 7 rue de Valence, 1922. Public-domain image, Metropolitan Museum of Art via Wikimedia Commons.
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R E A D I N G  /  J O H N  S Z A R K O W S K I

Reading The Photographer's Eye
A powerful grammar of the medium - and a useful argument to question.

01
THE THING ITSELF The photograph points to something that existed, yet the subject and the 

picture are never identical.

02
THE DETAIL Photography often replaces complete narrative with a fragment that 

becomes evidence or symbol.

03
THE FRAME The photographer creates order by deciding where reality will be cut.

04
TIME A photograph makes duration visible through arrest, blur, sequence or the 

trace of waiting.

05
VANTAGE POINT Position changes meaning before exposure settings do.

W H Y  I T  S T I L L  M AT T E R S

Published by the Museum of Modern Art in 1966 
after an exhibition organized two years earlier, the 
book did not offer a checklist for better 
composition. It proposed that photographs across 
periods share problems imposed by the medium 
itself. The five sections are best read as interacting 
pressures, not separate genres.

Atget's shop window activates all five. The thing 
itself is a commercial display. The detail is the 
headless garment. The frame cuts the storefront into 
an unstable stage. Time appears in the stillness of the 
mannequin and in the reflected street that could 
change at any moment. Vantage point determines 
whether the glass is transparent, reflective or both.

W H E R E  TO  P U S H  B AC K

Szarkowski's formalism is clarifying, but 
incomplete. A photograph is also shaped by who is 
allowed to photograph, who is represented, who 
owns the archive, where the image circulates and 
what institutions call it art. The frame is aesthetic, 
but it can also be political or ethical.

Use the book as a grammar, not a constitution. Its 
famous problem - “what shall he include, what shall 
he reject?” - remains essential, provided we add 
another question: who benefits from that decision? 
This broader reading makes visual analysis more 
rigorous rather than less formal.

A FIVE- QUEST ION  READI N G METHOD
What existed?  What fragment carries meaning?  What do the edges imply?  
What duration is visible?  Why this position?

Source note [1]: Museum of Modern Art press materials for The Photographer’s Eye exhibition (1964) and book (1966).
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P H O T O G R A P H E R  D O S S I E R

Eugène Atget: the disciplined outsider
He called his pictures documents. Later generations found a modern imagination inside them.

Eugène Atget, c. 1890. Anonymous portrait, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France; public domain.

1857 Born in Libourne, southwestern France. His early life is 
only partially documented.

1880s Attempts a career in theatre; later turns toward painting 
and photography.

c. 1890 Opens a business offering “Documents pour artistes” - 
reference photographs for artists and designers.

1897-98 Begins the systematic photography of Paris that will 
define his life's work.

1920s His storefronts, parks and uncanny city scenes attract 
Man Ray and Surrealist circles.

1927 Dies in Paris. Berenice Abbott helps preserve and promote 
the archive after his death.

Atget is often described as a solitary flâneur wandering a 
disappearing Paris. The description is attractive, but it 
obscures the structure of his labour. He maintained 
categories, numbered negatives, assembled albums and 
sold photographs to painters, decorators, architects, 
antiquarians and public institutions. His ambition was 
encyclopedic: old streets, door knockers, shop signs, 
trades, courtyards, parks, interiors and monuments. The 
archive mattered as much as the single masterpiece.

His status is complicated precisely because the pictures 
exceeded their stated use. The Surrealists admired the 
mannequins, reflections and vacant streets as if Atget had 
discovered unconscious theatre in the ordinary city. Yet 
calling him an “unwitting Surrealist” can be patronizing. 
His photographs repeatedly show deliberate choices about 
light, distance, series and atmosphere. He may not have used 
the language of avant-garde art, but he knew how to build a 
world through repetition.

THE CENT RAL TENSION Commercial document or personal vision? Atget is important because the answer is not either-or.
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T E C H N I Q U E  /  M E T H O D

Paris at the speed of a tripod
Atget’s equipment did not merely limit him. It organized the kind of attention his work required.

Eugène Atget, The Panthéon, 1924. J. Paul Getty Museum open-content image; public domain.

T H E  WO R K I N G  C H A I N

18 × 24 cm glass plate

CONTACT PRINT IN SUNLIGHT

MoMA records an 18 × 24 cm glass-plate negative as 
characteristic of Atget's practice. The plate sat in a large 
view camera on a tripod. Prints were generally made by 
placing sensitized paper directly against the negative and 
exposing the sandwich to light. The print was therefore 
close to the negative's dimensions: no enlargement was 
required. [2]

This workflow produces a specific rhythm. The camera is 
carried, assembled, levelled, focused on ground glass, 
loaded and exposed. The procedure makes rapid reaction 
difficult but careful placement natural. A hand-held 
photographer can discover a frame while moving. Atget 
often had to discover it before the plate was inserted.

The result is not perfect stillness. It is negotiated stillness. 
Streets photographed early in the day become architectural 
stages; moving pedestrians may vanish or register weakly; 
shop glass gathers reflections that the ground glass can reveal 
only from a fixed position. Even optical imperfections 
become expressive. Some images show dark corners or 
incomplete lens coverage, reminders that the picture is 
produced by a physical instrument rather than a transparent 
window.

The common lesson is not that old cameras were superior. It 
is that friction can sharpen intention. When every exposure 
requires effort, camera position becomes expensive. Atget's 
slowness encouraged series, return visits and disciplined 
observation - habits that remain available to digital 
photographers if they choose to impose them.

TECHNICAL CONSTRAINT → VISUAL  HABIT

Tripod = position chosen early   |   Contact print = attention to the whole plate   |   Slow process = return and repetition
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I M A G E  A N AT O M Y

Avenue des
Gobelins

1 9 2 7

1

2

3

4

5

1 A BODY WITHOUT A PERSON

The pale garment receives the strongest tonal 
emphasis and occupies the centre like a 
portrait. Yet the absent head blocks 
identification. The viewer recognizes a human 
form and immediately discovers that 
recognition is incomplete.

2 GLASS AS A SECOND FRAME

The left panel is simultaneously display case 
and mirror. Merchandise, street architecture 
and the photographer's position are 
compressed into one surface. The photograph 
does not clarify inside versus outside; it makes 
the ambiguity its subject.

3 ORDER AT THE PERIPHERY

The right side is dense with socks, boxes and 
small labels. Because these details are darker 
and smaller, they support rather than defeat 
the central figure. Density is controlled 
through tonal hierarchy.

4 THE PLATFORM

The black base gives the mannequin weight. 
Without it, the trousers would drift into the 
pavement. The base is visually minor but 
structurally decisive: it converts costume into 
display and body into commodity.

5 THE IMPERFECT EDGE

At the lower right, flare or light leakage 
disturbs the clean rectangle. It does not ruin 
the image. It reminds us that the photograph 
is an object made through glass, emulsion, 
exposure and printing.

WHY IT FEELS MODERN

The image refuses to choose between document, reflection, 
portrait and still life. Its modernity lies in that unresolved 
layering.Eugène Atget, Avenue des Gobelins, 1927. Public domain, Metropolitan Museum of Art via Wikimedia Commons. 07



C O M P A R AT I V E  R E A D I N G

When the event is outside the frame
Two photographs of people reveal two different forms of time.

Organ-grinder, 1898-99. The apparatus anchors the frame; the younger figure's 
gesture opens it.

Eclipse, 1912. The celestial event is absent; collective attention becomes 
visible.

In Organ-grinder, the oldest man is almost frontal and 
stable. His machine, wrapped and wheeled, occupies the 
centre like a second body. The younger figure leans away 
from that mass, smiling upward. Her extended arm forms 
a diagonal that breaks the photograph's vertical shutters 
and opens a space of performance. The image is less a 
portrait of two individuals than a small social system: 
labour, entertainment, age, movement and the public 
street.

Atget's camera is often associated with empty Paris, but 
this early picture demonstrates that he could recognize 
gesture. The slowness of the equipment did not forbid life; 
it required life to hold a readable form long enough to be 
organized.

Eclipse appears to promise an astronomical subject, yet the 
sky offers almost nothing. What we see is a crowd facing 
away, bodies tilted toward an event beyond the frame. The 
photograph therefore records attention rather than 
spectacle. It tells us that something extraordinary is 
happening by showing ordinary people behaving 
unusually.

This is one of photography's deepest temporal strategies: 
the decisive information can be missing. A footprint 
implies an earlier body; a broken glass implies an event; a 
crowd looking upward implies a cause. The frame does not 
need to contain the event if it contains sufficient evidence. 
By excluding the eclipse, Atget turns a document of a date 
into a study of collective looking - including our own 
desire to see what the picture withholds.

TIM E IN A STILL  IM AGE
Visible action is only one option. A photograph can also show anticipation, aftermath, 
repetition, waiting, or the direction of attention.

Images: Eugène Atget, Organ-grinder, 1898-99; Eclipse, 1912. Public-domain images, Metropolitan Museum of Art via Wikimedia Commons.
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F I E L D  P R A C T I C E  /  F U J I F I L M  X - T 5 0

Borrow the method, not the sepia
Atget-like practice is systematic looking - not making a digital file pretend to be old.

T H E  P R O J E C T  S U B J E C T Choose an unglamorous urban system and inventory it: patched 
facades, service doors, storefront reflections, improvised repairs, pipe 
leaks, damaged pavements or temporary barriers.

A PR AC TI CAL STAR TING PO INT

LENS XF 16-50 around 23-35 mm for environmental views; XF 33 mm for tighter frontal studies.

APERTURE Begin around f/5.6-f/8 when spatial relationships matter more than subject isolation.

ISO Use the lowest practical native ISO; let shutter speed become the flexible variable.

FOCUS Single-point AF or manual focus. Choose the plane deliberately rather than letting subject 
detection decide.

FILE RAW + JPEG. Keep the preview restrained; do not confuse a sepia effect with historical seeing.

SUPPORT A tripod is optional. Slowness is not: pause, set the frame, inspect edges, then wait.

TH E FOUR -PASS FRAME

1 PLANE

Decide which surface 
organizes the image: facade, 
glass, pavement or shadow.

2 EDGES

Trace all four borders. 
Remove accidents or keep 
them because they create 
useful pressure.

3 LAYER

Look for a second reading: 
reflection, interior, human 
trace, text, or object behind 
glass.

4 TIME

Wait for absence, presence 
or gesture to complete the 
structure. Do not fire merely 
because someone enters.

OPTICAL NOTE
Perspective comes from camera position, not focal length. A wider lens changes perspective only when it 
persuades you to move closer.
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A S S I G N M E N T  /  S E V E N  D A Y S

The Silent Inventory
Build a sequence that describes a city without relying on landmarks or spectacle.

DAY 1 Define the category. Walk without shooting for twenty minutes; 
write down the recurring forms you notice.

DAY 2 Make frontal studies. Keep the camera height and focal length 
consistent so differences belong to the city, not to your technique.

DAY 3 Return at a different hour. Photograph the same subjects and note 
how light changes hierarchy rather than merely mood.

DAY 4 Use glass, shadow or reflection to create two layers in one frame. 
Avoid reflections that are only decorative.

DAY 5 Photograph human presence without a visible person: wear, 
repairs, labels, discarded objects, open doors, stains or 
arrangements.

DAY 6 Allow one person into the series. Their position must clarify scale, 
function or time; otherwise wait for the frame to empty.

DAY 7 Edit to twelve photographs. Sequence by visual and conceptual 
progression, not chronology. Remove the picture you like most if 
it weakens the set.

D E L I V E R A B L E

12 images
1 contact sheet
1 map or route

150-word statement
No more than 2 focal 

lengths
No cropping beyond 

5%

CRITIQUE RUBRIC

Edge discipline  20%
Tonal hierarchy  20%
Series coherence  25%
Temporal awareness  15%
Editing courage  20%

QUEST IONS FOR T HE CON TACT  SHEET

Which image is understood first? Which one rewards a second look? Are the 
edges consistently intentional? Does every photograph belong to the same 
visual world? Where does repetition become rhythm, and where does it 
become redundancy? What does the sequence reveal that no single image 
could?

NEXT I SSUE

Figure and ground:
why subjects disappear, merge or 

suddenly become legible.

SOURCES & IMAGE CREDITS

[1] Museum of Modern Art, The Photographer's Eye press releases, 1964 and 1966.  [2] MoMA, “Eugène Atget: Black Smoke and White Shadows”; MoMA artist and 
collection pages.  [3] Metropolitan Museum of Art, “Eugène Atget (1857-1927)” and collection essays.  [4] J. Paul Getty Museum, Atget artist and object records.  [5] 
National Gallery of Art, Atget artist and collection records. Images reproduced from public-domain or open-content files credited on their respective pages.

Background: Eugène Atget, Cour, 7 rue de Valence, 1922. Public domain, Metropolitan Museum of Art via Wikimedia Commons.
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