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Square composition with the Hasselblad 
The glut of pholOgraphi c images presented to 
our eyes each day tends lO obscure the merits 
of eve n the bes t photographs. 
We are constantly being bombarded by 
images in magazi nes. news-papers. TV. 
catalogs. ads and calendars, images for 
routine consumpt ion by jaded viewers. 
The camera has also become a commonplace 
feature in our li ves. As common as the TV 
set , washing machi ne and other capital goods 
in an industrialized society. 
Expensive cameras may be stat us symbols to 
some people . But the creat ive side of photog­
raphy is paramount lO others. To them, 
techni cal innova tion. gadgetry and high­
prec ision design are simpl y a ids in support of 
c reat ivit y. 
Composit ion in a pholOgraph is ofte n the 
product of a photographer's visual sensiti vity 
and tale nt. And com position is just as impor­
tant in a photograph as in a classical oil paint­
ing. Good composition is the product of 
inhe rent ta lent. judiciously exercised. and of 
untiring effort s to achieve sa ti sfactory results . 
How do you arouse a slu mbering talent? 
There are probably as ma ny ways as there are 
types of talent. Sometimes it only takes a 
single eve nt to heighten the visual sensiti vi ty 
of a photographer. 
At the s ta rt of my career, I worked exclu­
sivel y with a 35 mm camera and wit h the 
rec tangul ar format 's horizontal or vertical 
fi e ld . But I remember the first time I used a 
21/4 x 21/4 camera. The ex perience was like 

bei ng thunderstruck. and I rea ll y savored the 
image revealed in the viewfi nde r. That formal 
enabled me to "see" a subject for the fi rs t 
time. 
The square form at of the focu sing screen 
rive ted my attention and forced me to con­
ce ntrate full y on the subject. (Th e camera 
was fas ter and easier to work wit h too.) After 
that experience. I was no longer able to pic k 
up a camera and just fire away. My aware­
ness of the visua l potentia l of subj ects was 
enhanced . My curiosi ty was also aroused , 
and I began trying to add new dimension to 
commonplace subjec ts with the aid of my 
ca mera. I lite rall y began seeing thi ngs in a 
new light (in a new frame. to be more accu­
rate). 
I came to regard the square sides of the 
focusing screen as an important feature in 
image composit ion. Something else also 
happe ned to change my way of seeing things. 
That expe rience was my fi rst view of the sea. 
I reme mber walking down lO the beach. the 
boom of the surf in my ears while the waves 
were still hidden by towering sand dunes . 
A belvedere wi th a large. wide-ope n square 
door provided a scenic view. A flight of 
stairs led down to the water. From thi s 
vantage point . I was able to take in the vast 
ex pense of the sky conjoined by the horizon 
to an end less sea. 
When I stepped back just inside the door . 
the door frame neat ly cropped the mighty 
scene before my very eyes. I've never for­
gotte n thi s splendid occasion. and thirt y years 

The square fo rmat lends 
imerest to th e door , window 
and the right angles of the 
masonry. 
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The light surroundings provide the small. dark 
figllre with conrrllsting color alld proportions. 
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The con tours of the egg 
lI"ou ld hal' l' been It,ss plastic If 
Ih e background had beef! 
ligh ter. The sill/p l' of th e egg 
if! rhe squa re framl} /IIakes 
the picture exciting . 
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EI'ery item is of ('qll(l / 
impor((lfl ce ill this squ(lre 
composition , ('lien th e pipe 
to the righ l . Th e \'it' wer's eJi' 
;s guided rollnd in ,IIt, pic-flirt! 
iI/stead of OUI of it. 
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A tll' l'r ill l1/t' goldell .H' ct;OIl abon' Ill e llOri:.ontlll 
s /irroill/(Ii,,~ ~· . Dark fo/iaf,!l' adds (l sense of cll'pllI . 



late r the proporti ons of sky, sea a nd sand are 
still square to my eyes. 
Abstract conception is the act ual basis of the 
creat ive process. whether exercised on a 
painter' s canvas. in an architect's sketc h 
book or on the photographer's focusi ng 
screen. In our di scussion of photographic 
creati ve ness. I will henceforth always be re­
ferring to the viewfinder image the instant 
prior to exposure. 
When you look th rough a viewfinder. the 
world is see n to be compressed. more 
eloquent. more charged than when viewed 
with the naked eye. The image reflected onto 
the focusing screen by the mirror can then be 
composed to su it est hetic tastes. We a rray 
image components in relation to the four sides 
of the fra me by experimenting with the 
camera site. angular field. illumination aTlP 
ot her photographica ll y important aspects. 
Without eve n moving the camera we can 
switch lenses to evoke a new mood. obtain 
different framing, broader or tighter image 
angles. increased or reduced depth-of-fie ld . 
compressed or expanded perspective. etc. 
The same practice can obv iously be em­
ployed with a 35 mm camera. But the tiny 
viewfi nder image doesn't make it easy for 
you to see if experime ntation really is 
necessary. 
The ease with which experimental photog­
raphy can be carried out is always in direct 
proportion to the size of the viewfi nder 
image. The bigger the focusing screen. the 
easier it is to detect faults in image compo-

sit ion and correct them . The ide ntical prin­
ciple is practiced at art schools when student s 
are made to paint big in order to deve lop a 
feeling for shapes a nd proport ions. And whe n 
a pai nte r takes a step back from his canvas to 
assess the result s of his effort s to transfer 
shapes and forms onto a 2-dimensiona1. 
framed surface , the same principles apply as 
in photograph y. 
Composit ion is important in most types of 
photography , even in repro work. So let's 
consider some of the basic concepts in 
composition so as to illu strate the importance 
of format demarcation. 
Let' s start wit h the smallest and most abstract 
eleme nt in composition. the point. 

• • 

The point has a position in space but no signif­
icant size or shape. But it can be juxtaposed 
at the center of a focusing sc reen a nd the 
image composed around it. Eve n if a point is 
uninteresting in itself. it can still serve as the 
center of visual interest. A point can also be 
the highest or lowest spot In your photo­
graph ic composi tion (take the sun in the 

Th e H mulhlad 500CIM is {I sil1f.!ll'-lef/ .~ rt'j1e.r 
camera for the 21/ .. X}I / .. format aI/(/ th e pillar of 
the H aHelhlad j\·stem. Th l' SVHelll ("Of/wins (/ II'idl' 
\"(/riely of funCli:)fla! a("cesso~ies. 
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photo on p. 18 and the egg on p. 16) or as a 
composite pattern as on p. 17 . 
A line traces the path ofa moving point. Si nce 
a line has no appreciable wi dth . a straight line 
is one-dimensional. It doesn't matter whe ther 
the line in the viewfi nder image is vertica l, 
ho rizontal. tilted , curved or straight. It must 
always be seen in relation to the for mat's four 
demarcat ing sides. Take the ve rtical line in 
the photograph qn p. 10, for example. Moving 
it to one side or anot her would give you a 
completel y diffe rent composition. Or ta ke the 
delica te powe r lines in the picture on p. 18. 
Thicker lines would have changed the very 
natu re of the com posi tion. Thi s wou ld a lso be 
the case if the line contour of the pyram id in 
the ph olOgraph on p. 9 were shifted to the left. 
for example. 

Two lines at angles to o ne anot her and e merg­
ing from a com mon ve rtex cover two d imen­
sions on the surface of a fl at o r curved object, 
The pictu res on pp. I, 5 and 10 make no 
attempt to create an illusion of dept h. 
A solid object always has 3 dimensions. It 

The prism \'iell'fillders redllce th e entry of 
extraneous light lIlId yield (III IInre\'ersed image 01/ 
th e jocl/sing l'Creen . propertil' s of particular nlillt' 
ill thl' compositioll ofyollr image. The meter 
pri.\'/11 finder (lIsa displllY.\' th e Corrf'ct exposure 
1'1I/1I(' . 
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occupies space with curved or flat surfaces 
yield ing heigh t. depth a nd width. The pictu res 
on pp . 3.4 a nd 18 produce a sense of de pth , 
But there are many different form s of compo­
sitio n on the two-di mens ional plane. If we 
com pose an image so that a simple subject 
like a tree is arrayed aga inst a flat landscape 
in three differe nt frame s, i.e. a horizontal 
rectangle. a vertical rectangle a nd a square, 
three d ifferent compositions are obtained. 
These composit ions can also be varied by 
raisi ng or lowering the hori zon or sh ifting the 
tree to one side or another. See the first row 
of pictures on p. 13. 
But eve n wit hin one and the same fo rmat. 
suc h as a square . the same subjec t can 
produce e nti rely different impressions when 
we experiment wit h subject fra ming. See the 
second row of pictu res on p. 13. 
These simple examples clearl y show that the 
square format. despite its wider range of 
variation. is more neutra l in relation to the 
subject than the rectangle. The latter tends 
to fo rce the subject int o a given location. 
The square format imposes no preconceived 
visual notions on us. It permits a more 
generous interpretation of a subject. since 
ma n's own field of view is circular and ori­
entated around a cent ral point. The circle a nd 
the square are completely symmetrical (see 
the pictures on p. 14). This sy mmetry is the 
embodiment of perfection and represe nt s 
infinite poss ibilities. Our concepti on of space 
can be illu strated with a globe o r a cube, 
a nd both fit into a square format. 



• 

Pl,o,,,: Mich"d GII"dr 

Pyramids art' symmetrical. Bllr fhe (uymmelricaf 
composition here is rhe 1I'0rk of rh e phofographer. 
A simple measure like lhis can ('lIha l/ C{' rhe 
exciremelll of all image. 
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I'ho(o; Fridmar I)"",m 

Tilt' repetition oj Ihe small sqllare!s . by \l'lly of 
COil/nut to rhe square format of rhe frame as a 
wI/ oft' . m{lke.~ the picture both exciting and weI/­
balan ced. 
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The ,'erticalline 0/ the girl 
and the horizon wi sidewalk. 
"eatly cOllntl' rbllltlllce the 
!iqulIre o/ tlll' lI'indoll', 
crellting all espl'cially 
harmoniOIlS compo.\'itioll, 

II 
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Plio',,: 1I11!..{II' 8 "'11 

This square photograph is 
based IIPO" the 111'0 diagonals 
formed by the boat alld its 
Ollrs, the cross-shaped 
composition adding liI'e­
liness to the image. 
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Even asymmetrica l composition s are suitable 
for the square format. And even jumbled com­
positi on prov ides welcome contrast to the 
subdued symmetry of the squa re frame (see 
the 4th frame on p. 14). Also compare the 
photographs on pp. 6, 9 a nd II. 
O r look a t the picture of an asymmetrica l 
curve traced from one side of the fra me to 

the other in the second row picture on p. 14. 
O r how about the last picture in the row. a n 
asymmetrical juxtaposition of shapes and 
proportions . Al so see the pictures on pp. 1, 
5.6 and 16. 
The sense of harmon ic tota lity , even whe n 
represented by a square . opens your eyes to 
new perspecti ve s . I get the sa me fee ling in my 

Illterchallgeable Jocusing screens wilh different 
chamcterislic.{ make ;1 possible f or th e photog­
rapher to pick a .{creento .5I1it his taste. 
The checked JoclIsing screen with central grid 
Jaci/iwtes rh e alignment oJhorizontal and 
\'errical lin es . 
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lectures. illu strated wi th slides proj ec ted onto 
2 separate, adjacent sc reens . Horizontal and 
ve rti cal 35 mrn slides are intermi xed with 
square 21 /4 transpare ncies. Apart from the 
differe nce in sharpness a nd image brilliance , 
it' s always a real pleasure to see a square 
sc ree n completely fill ed with a single image . 
(The screen always has to be square , even 

A picture taken 1I';lh th e Hasulblad magazine for 
Polaroidfllm prodllces installt informarion on 
expOSllre accllracy (lnd (·nables ),011 to obtain exact 
checks on composition . Tlt e H(lsselb/ad system 
also incllldes the Magazine A 16 for the I 5/,x2 1/ 4 

(lnd th e Magazine A 165 for the 151, x l 5l,formars . 
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wi th 35 mm slides. to accommodate hori­
zonta l and ve rtical shots.) 
The projec ti on of a square, screen-filling 
transpa rency causes the viewer's eye to 
sweep the screen in circles instead of up and 
down. This enables the viewer to see and 
experience more. But the contrast between 
diffe rent formats and image sizes can also 



PI,o,o ; \fidllll'l Gn",I., 

71le mass of till} metal objects 
is a lIecessary cOllllferh'l,;ghr 
to th e mall. Try,o crop 'his 
pictllre.' YOII Call'llI'it lloli t 
ruinillg it. 

A_ " 
:r rb , .. ;. 

"".~ 
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" ho/,,; VII Sj'I.'/" d/ 

£I'e" th ough the ('11('1/1 here only takes lip a sixth 
of th e image. ,he large. dark area at the bottom 
is " eC(,Hary to prodde th e figures I\'ith a solid 
ground to s tOlid 0", The small. light egg creates 
a funny counterpoint, 



Compo " . l/ll OI/ co . . 
I'erricol illft'rpla7.SISlmg of 1I0ri:,01/l(l1 rl 
Th e small. abo' of slwrpnen lind bl Iythms (lml 
bfllrred- c lit same-si~edpo' IIrs.' om 'l'y .. lilts - 51 
{'xcitell/em a sel/se o/ .5Ubst wrp and . lln ce and 
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Photo: ""riJmnT IM,.,m 

The upper parI of th e pictllre emphasizes the loll' 
(lllgle o/ the SUIl. The play ojlilll's arou"d the disc 
of rhe S/lli leads the eyt' toward tht' celllrai point. 



make it easier for viewers to understand a 
show's message. T hi s is ofte n the case in art 
exhibitions. Works of differing size are hung 
beside one anot her to relieve the monotony 
o therwise caused by rows of sa me-sized 
paintings . 
At the mome nt. the squ are format is es pe­
cia ll y significant to me also for another 
reason. My next photo book wi ll be squ are . 
Eve n at the layout stage I di scovered how 
much more exc iting that format will be , since 
I was able to make use of both square a nd 
horizontal print s at wi ll . Square pictures 
could fill a whole page, and horizontal rec­
tangulars cou ld be spread across two pages. 
The main subject should not be placed in the 
middle of the latte r format but should be 
located according to the principles of the 
golde n sec tion. 
A square book format acce ntuates the layout 
if different photograph format s are used. such 
as a full · page square picture on one page and 
a vertical picture with caption inunder or 
alongs ide on the next page. In such cases, 
subjec ts of differing contras t a nd composition 
should be selected for the respec ti ve pictures. 
e.g. a light subject vs . a dark one. a co n­
centric subject vs . a contra puntal one etc. 
Despite the versa tility of the Hasselblad 
sys tem , I still use a 35 mm camera. Switching 
format s has a good influ ence on my pictoria l 
sense. Thi s fo rmat switching has made me 
especially aware of the composit ion oppor­
tunities presented by the square fi eld. 
In the same way that a cha nge of scenery can 

be refreshing. a c hange in image format ca n 
give ri se to enha nced photographic aware­
ness. I can ac hieve these be nefit s with 
a Hasse lblad whose focu sing sc reen is 
marked wi th lines showing horizontal a nd 
ve rtical rectangular form ats. Thi s cropping of 
the format results in wel l-balanced hori zontal 
or ve rtical composit ion which never appears 
to be the product of any croppi ng when 
tra nsfo rmed into prints or slides. When we 
utilize all of the height or width of the field, 
we still ma ke use of about 75 % of the format. 
This is only poss ible with the square fo rmat. 
And thi s fo rmat enables you to take your pick 
of a ho ri zonta l or ve rtical compositi on when 
prints are made o r when layout s are pre pared 
with transparencies. If you try 10 ma ke a 
ve rtical rec tangular print from a horizontal 
35 mm format. you can never utili ze more 
than about 67 % of the frame, a fram e whic h 
is mu ch sma ller than the 21 /4X21/4 to start 
wi th . The result simply has to be impaired 
image qua li ty compared 10 the image pro­
duced by a we ll -fill ed 21/4X21/4 frame. 
The object of the drawings accompanying the 
photographs is to illu strate the fact that the 
photos here a re square form at compositions 
you can' t squ eeze into a rec tangu lar field . 
Horizontal and vertical formats are shown by 
way of comparison so that you can see for 
yourself that a square field was the only 
option for these pictures. So the drawings are 
not int ended to illu strate compositio n in 
it se lf. Their pu rpose is apparent in the un­
equi vocal concept of my pictures. 

Til l' rOmjfer (ldd.\' .\'C{I1e to rhe dimensions oithe 
landscape. !t would be uninteresting withollt 
the landscape - as th e landscape would be 
IIninterl'!i ting I\'ithollt the rooster. 
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