Justin Morales

Essay 2
English 1101 (Prof. Scanlan)

October 30th, 2016
Water Has a Life of its Own

Water is essential to all life, yet it itself is not alive. Curiously though, observing water long enough, it may seem like it’s full of life. Whether a wave crashes or a stream tumbles down a rocky cliff, elegant or clumsy, volatile or whimsical, the nature of water has always been a fascinating subject for photography. Water reflects and bends light in ways that can appear to bend reality in a photograph. Imagine a brightly lit city at night, the skyline reflecting off the ocean, portraying what seems to be a parallel universe right beneath our feet. Now imagine if you will, a clear blue ocean with the sun reflecting off the surface, forming diamonds glistening off the surface. Water molecules are made up of two hydrogen atoms and an oxygen atom bound together via hydrogen bonding to form a water molecule. Hydrogen bonds are weak bonds; this allows the bonds to break easily giving water no solid structure. Since water lacks structure, it lacks symmetry, which many people may say makes for an aesthetically pleasing image or photo. This seem especially evident when reading Teju Cole’s article “Perfect and unrehearsed” where he praises a few photos describing lines and shapes forming with subjects interacting, leaving one to imagine symmetry to be an important component to a good or memorable photograph. One example from Coles “Perfect and Unrehearsed” would be when he refers to the “crosses” in Maggie Steber’s photo by writing “These crosses are like individual instruments taking up a musical theme.” While many may argue that symmetry is an important component in a good photograph, I think it’s presence isn’t necessary to capture a work of art. I’m going to prove this by presenting two photographs of water and discuss the studium and the dominant impressions of both photographs.


In the first photograph “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” 2016, we see my legs hanging over a pier, into a blue-green lake, enveloped by water splashing against the pier. The dominant impression one might get from this photo is tranquility. Air bubbles are visible within the airborne water. A miniature wave curves between my legs, folding over my left leg. There are several water droplets of many different shapes and sizes, scattered throughout the photo. Bonds forming and breaking, lacking symmetry yet, elegantly dancing through the air and against my skin, cooling me off on a brutally hot day. The perspective is point of view, looking down into the water. This photo was cropped to direct attention to the water interacting with my legs and was taken near Edge water park in Cleveland, Ohio.

In Susan Sontag’s essay “On Photography,” She writes, “Most tourist feel compelled to put the camera between themselves and whatever is remarkable that they encounter” (534) It’s clear that I am guilty of this when taking this photo. In the second photo “Girl gazes at waterfall” 2015, the studium reveals a girl in the foreground, off to the right with her back turned towards the photographer, facing a waterfall. The waterfall is noticeably larger than the girl. The water is crashing off of a massive rocky, almost stair-like natural structure. There are some bare trees visible in the background indicating that the picture late winter-early spring, with minimal leaves growing. The girl is wearing a purple shirt and a bright orange backpack, which adds an interesting contrast to the neutral semi-dull colors present in the nature elements of the photograph. Her left knee is bent slightly and her hands are pushing on the strap of her tightly packed back-pack, gesturing that she is taking a moment to rest and admire this beautiful structure. The water from the rocks is spilling into what seems to be a small noticeably shallow river and rocks are easily visible through the surface. In the very foreground between two rocks, water can be seen spilling down to continue its path down the trail. The dominant impression one might get from this photo is awe, while seeing such a beautiful, seemingly crafted yet natural structure. Being that the girl is off to the right, this photo is using the rule of thirds. This photograph was taken on the path up Mount Lafayette in New Hampshire.

Despite the similarities, there are some distinct differences that make these two photos interesting subjects to be juxtaposed. The way the water in “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” splashes upward, while the water in “Girl gazes at waterfall” crashes downward. An interesting contrast of colors is noticeable between the two photos, “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” bursting with blue-green while “Girl gazes at waterfall” brandished neutral autumn colors. The tiny wave in “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” compared to the massive amount of water in “Girl gazes at waterfall” also makes for an interesting comparison. In “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” there are very few elements to observe in comparison to “Girl gazes at waterfall” but the subject remains the same. The only bit of symmetry observable in “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” is the legs; the beautifully chaotic nature of the water allows the imagination to play, like laying on a grassy field watching the clouds.

Teju Cole may have had it right when writing “There’s no photographic formula,” in his article “Perfect and unrehearsed.” In both “Dancing with a wave on Lake Erie” and “Girl gazes at waterfall” they lack symmetrical elements but the water, chaotic yet elegant, made for a fascinating subject and aesthetically pleasing photos.
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