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The Decisive Atmosphere

By Yan Ming

Transcending the Moment

Good photos should capture the atmosphere.

What is atmosphere? According to the dictionary definition, atmosphere is “y sight or mental
manifestation that produces some form of intense feeling in a particular environment.” Cartier-Bres-
son’s theory of “the Decisive Moment” stresses the significance of timing and positioning. It strives
to convey the momentary and seize hold of the situation at its climax. I believe that “the Decisive
Atmosphere”—that which conveys the atmospheric—is still more critical. It is the crux between mood
and setting, and as it presents the critical scene it simultaneously adds an additional appeal that is more
moving and beguiling. It is atmosphere that turns seeing into feeling; unobtainable into unforgettable.

The Moment is one of the great charms of photography. Those who become obsessed with
photography (including myself) are all faithful followers of the theory of the Decisive Moment. In
search of that marvelous moment we have prowled the streets, made the most meticulous preparations,

endured the most arduous of stakeouts. All in order to seize hold of our prey in its optimum position



and pose. Accepting that “success is luck; failure is fate” means never growing tired of one’s job as
an accumulator of moments. When we do manage to seize something we cheer, or we feel inner relief;
so many successful captures have placed us beyond the layman, and earned us the praise of our fellow
professionals.

Eventually 1 realised that the photos of these marvelous moments may still be dead, that they
always seem to be missing something. Just like facing a girl and discovering that—while there may be
nothing wrong with her features—it feels as though something else is absent. What is this something?
We feel certain photos are good, but what makes them good is that which cannot be expressed. There
is some power, besides the presence of all the essential elements and the perfect positioning, a hidden
power that can touch the heart and make one feel a photo has spirit, is worthy of appreciation.

At last T discovered that aside from the essential information that good photos convey, there
is also a unified emotion, comprising flavour and tone. This what we call atmosphere, and it is
atmosphere that quietly elevates a work. As for the aforementioned girl, the missing something might
be some kind of harmony in her features, or refinement, or—most likely—sexual attraction. We cannot
express any specific criteria for the epitome of beauty, which is why we say that true beauty defies
comparison. Cleverly shot photos can never be good photos; good photos can only be shot with spirit.
A heap of unlit fireworks on the ground are not fireworks—they only become fireworks when they
have been ignited, when they burst into the sky and illuminate the faces and the minds of all the keen
spectators.

Paying attention to and making use of atmosphere is an essential prerequisite of photography.
To compare with a movie: a photographer need only provide a single frame, whereas a2 movie comprises

tens of thousands of frames; but a movie is augmented with the repeat performances of the actors, the



extensive editing, the plot and the dialogue, the accentuation of the music. Compared with the two-
hour length of a movie, the duration in which an observer can appreciate a photograph is brief—often
no more than a matter of seconds—and this makes us anxious and incompliant. The photograph must
resolve the problem in this short timeframe, and for a long time this brief length of time has been
misinterpreted as the Moment. 1 do not claim that the contents of the image or the circumstances of
the Moment are not important, but that in addition to the manifest contents, it is also necessary to have
charisma: that is, the complementary enhancement of contents and atmosphere. The perceived reality
can become an image that contains the reality of the photographer’s feelings, and this is the only
means by which the observer can be inducted into reality’s true depths. A photo can capture calm, for
example, or cold, or tension, and these are all feelings that can be conveyed to the observer: surrogate
feelings that have been created by atmosphere, transcending the Moment, transcending the physical

realm, and atraining enlightenment.

Dreary High Definition

Film and television have recently entered the HD era. Every day, we can see crisp faces on the
screen without the slightest hint of the granular. We can enumerate the hairs on skin or the seams of
clothing, and clarity has become the sole criterion determining visual quality. Clarity is exciting to look
upon, but it is not just the clarity that excites. The development of visual technology has swept away all
impediments to the viewer, but an unimpeded passage may be leading us towards a spiritual vacuum.

Perfect clarity in fact reveals artifice, which I believe has proven a calamity in the world of cosmetics.
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The characters in period dramas always end up looking like the pristine people of today; even beggars
look sumptuous—and this awkwardness has been introduced by high definition.

The same applies to photography. Many are obsessed with the perfect colour reproduction, the
richness of gradation, the abundance of details and so forth. Single-minded, they pursue them regard-
less of purpose—or perhaps the pursuit is their ultimate purpose. They do not realise that the beauty
of the world is not merely the beauty of a uniform clarity, but that there is also the vague, the dimly
discernible, the semi-unreal, the hazy, the illusory, and that they too have their own lingering beauty.
It is a pity when the unified situation is neglected, and all that remains is super HD and hyper-clarity—
which fail to resolve the problem, whereas the significance that can be conveyed through the correct
atmosphere is inexhaustible.

The blind pursuit of details is rudimentary; unnecessary details and elements should be excised.
Details fascinate those who play at being photographers; they yearn to display them and even flaunt
them. They invest a great deal of time, energy and money into dealing with one minor problem after
another, while constantly evading the major questions; treating photography as though it is no more
than the art of looking, always stuck on /looking without ever prioritising fee/ing. 1f the eyes are replete
but the heart is empty, one can never be more than a dilettante of spectacular details. The true artist
always strives to touch the spiritual. Art is expression, is the conveyance of emotion; technique is
self-indulgence. The only true principle is the sharing of emotion.

Praising a photo for its clarity is like praising an orator for the timbre of their voice, or a dancer
for their shapely figure; like commending an author for having a nice way with words. Is such an
appraisal not absurd and cruel? Cruel, because it acknowledges nothing beyond the most rudimentary

prerequisites.
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Paying attention to isolated parts and not the whole, paying attention to the method and not the
effect, striving only to pull the cart and not raising one’s head to look at the road: these are the kind
of mistakes we make in the midst of our exertions. Photography is ultimately a spiritual pleasure, not
a fiercely competitive sport. Money and technique are no compensation for emotion. To show off is
to reveal one’s weakness, and we might wonder what its true motivation might be. Fixating on details,
getting lost and failing to find a way in: what kind of photography is this?

“If your pictures aren’t good enough, you aren’t close enough” — so says Robert Capa’s guide to
photography, canonised by several generations of photographers. But I have grown accustomed to dis-
tance. Whenever I discover a promising situation, my reaction is to grab my camera and run backwards.
I am not worried about the subject of the photograph being too small—it is the surrounding atmosphere
that T want to enlarge. Traditional Chinese landscape painting made wise use of distance: distance
gives a sense of space, and eliminates the limitations of form. It elongates the viewer’s line of sight,
transforming watching into imagining and turning everything otherworldly; thousands of miles inside one
small square.

It is easy to neglect atmosphere—even though it is often the inherent atmosphere of the scene
that moves us to take the photo in the first place. Once we start to shoot, however, it is tempting to
blindly focus on depiction and expression; thus we manage to seize hold of the minor, but the major
eludes us. According to Laozi, atmosphere is a response that comes from nature, and a force that we
can utilise. When closeness and clarity are of no use to vou, try taking a leap and sce if you can borrow
some of nature’s power to create an ambience, a dream within which others will want to linger.

When our minds are integral, subtraction is brought to the agenda. Simplicity is beauty; the

laws of nature are the simplest. Many people introduce complexity in their efforts to avoid making a



mistake, which results in even more mistakes—just as someone talkative is more likely to say something
that is incorrect. We might tell him that silence is golden, and the same principle applies to photogra-
phy. Simplicity is what remains after complexity has been tempered a thousand times. The designer of
the Soviet PPSh submachine gun said: “to make something complicated is extremely simple; to make
something simple is extremely complicated.” Concision makes integrality easy, and focuses the feelings
of the observer. We must not be afraid of emptiness: emptiness is sharp, distance is sharp, and they

result in innumerable triumphs over the mundane world.

Creating Art Through Intuition

The dreariness of human existence, combined with our anxieties about the future, means we are
have always longed to communicate with spirits.

Of course, communication with spirits is far from easy. Mankind has come up with numerous
stratagems, all to no avail. Ultimately, mortals are mortals and immortals are immortals. Within tem-
ples there are winding clouds of incense smoke, flickering candles and sonorous bells—all the results
of man’s effort to contact the dead, none able to transcend the ritual they have become and attain
immortality. So what can we do in the two-dimensional, silent world of photography? The creation or
the mastery of atmosphere is the truest ceremony that can be prepared for the observer. No, we cannot
transport the observer to some blissful realm where they are able to communicate with spirits—but we
can come to a mutual understanding, a mutual empathy between spirits. Since we can only speak in si-

lence, we must master the most powerful language we have available to us. Atmosphere is the wordless



language of the Moment; it is our final address to the observer.

The atmosphere of a photo comes from the appropriate weather, lighting, shade, and so on. It
can come from the observation in the moment, from the style and tone imparted by the camera, the
lens, or the film. In the essence, it is what the photographer is able to grasp on the spot, having come
to an understanding of all of this, so as to make a decision that pleases both the eye and the heart,
What the photographer sees depends on what echoes inside of him. This echo is the dual surge of eye
and heart, and it is part of what conveys the emotion of the Moment. If there is no way of conveying
the emotion, one should not bother to take the photo. This way, the standards of one’s observation will
rise; having the power to be selective means that the subjects of selection will be more moving. This
direct route is the only way to enter a world in which we work with our intuition.

Only when a photographer has found some way to establish some connection with reality does
the conveyance of this atmosphere become a possibility. When we analyse the photo later, influenced
by its atmosphere, we might analyse and take note of the style, genre, technique, culture, era, and
equipment, and infer all the possible ways in which it was shot. In reality, this deconstruction of what
is tangible will never get at the truth. A photographer’s mastery of atmosphere is entirely a feeling of
intangible metaphysics, a nudge in the Moment. In the background of a photo which appears to be a
precise shot there is often a secret in the control of the blur. A sharp frame comes from smart choices,
requiring an incisive mind. Creation is a subjective matter—it is not especially mysterious, but it does
not belong to the equipment fanatics or the dissectors of technique.

Albert Hinstein said: “The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful
servant. We have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.”

“Itis never strenuous to make something good.” I love this saying from bottom of my heart,



Atmosphere serves to integrate the situation, harmonise internal and external forces; it allows
one to relax, to feel free and liberated. Photography is not just the freezing of the Moment, but also the
liberation of the Moment—thanks to atmosphere—the dissolution of anxiety, the magical transformation
of circumstances.

Finally, we can emerge from all our predictable habits. We must treasure this liberation: one glint
of its halo is worth a heap of gold.

If you can be as pure and candid as a child, and if you can take the first steps of a pilgrimage like
a true believer, then you should be able to feel the privilege of divine tenderness—something that far
outweighs the significance of the sound of the shutter. Because then it is no longer a matter of keeping
a record: it becomes a process, and the photographer is just a participant in this process. He plays a role
in the photo just like all the other elements of the frame: an oblivious existence. All the paths we have
vet to take are connected to all the paths we have walked before, and there can be no loneliness and no
difficulty.

We are only waiting for the onrush of the mortal world.

Ansel Adams could not have made it more clear:

“You don’t make a photograph just with a camera. You bring to the act of photography all the

pictures you have seen, the books you have read, the music you have heard, the people you have loved.”



