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Brief 
Submit a set of between six and eight high-quality 
photographic prints on the theme of the ‘decisive 
moment’. Street photography is the traditional subject of 
the decisive moment, but it doesn’t have to be. Landscape 
may also have a decisive moment of weather, season or 
time of day. A building may have a decisive moment 
when human activity and light combine to present a 
‘peak’ visual moment.  
 
You may choose to create imagery that supports the 
tradition of the ‘decisive moment’, or you may choose to 
question or invert the concept. Your aim isn’t to tell a 
story, but in order to work naturally as a series there 
should be a linking theme, whether it’s a location, an 
event or a particular period of time. 
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Associated materials: 

Eight A4 prints 
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Decisive moments at a regatta 

Introduction 

This set of images was made at a regatta for Shearwater catamarans, held at 

Sheerness over a weekend in June 2016. I had a role on the race committee for 

the event and a viewpoint from the committee boat. 

Small boat racing of this type takes place in coastal or inland waters with the 

racecourse defined by ‘turning marks’ or buoys at the corners. Otherwise, 

competitors have a free choice of the course to sail, which means they become 

spread out. However, they start and finish each lap close to the committee boat, 

which is where I took my photographs. 

The advantage of my viewpoint is that I had a privileged position, close to part 

of the action. The disadvantages are (a) I was not able to take complementary 

photographs ashore, showing the competitors preparing and launching their 

boats and (b) I was in a fixed position; a set of images taken from one of the 

free-ranging safety boats would have greater variety. 

In this set of images, I have attempted to convey the ‘feeling’ of small boat 

racing. The wider-framed images show tactical situations. The intermediate 

framing shows single-boat ‘portraits’ and illustrate sailing skills. The closer-

framed images show the concentration required of individual sailors. 

Process 

As a result of my research during Project 3 (described in my learning blog) I 

have come to understand that “the decisive moment” does not have the 

mystical significance ascribed to it by popular photographic writing. Indeed, 
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this significance arose from a lazy American translator changing a book title, 

rather than being Cartier-Bresson’s intention (Assouline 2005,140). My best 

approach to a meaning is the circular definition that it is the moment that the 

photographer decides to press the shutter, being satisfied that the composition 

and timing are correct. Effectively, it is the photographer, rather than the 

moment, that is decisive. 

I also concur with Arnold Newman (as reported by Freeman 2011,146) that 

there are multiple decisive moments in any given situation. 

With the exception of the first image (Canon G1-X compact, full-frame 

equivalent focal length 85mm) these images were made using an Olympus E-30 

DSLR and a 50-200mm (100-400mm full-frame equivalent) telephoto zoom lens 

to accommodate the subject distances I was working at. All were shot with 

automatic focus and manual exposure mode, apertures between f/4.5 and f/5.6, 

shutter speeds between 1/400s and 1/1000s to minimize camera shake due to 

the motion of the committee boat. 

The majority of the images were captured in ‘burst-fire’ mode as I would 

anticipate a developing situation and shoot a burst of 2-4 frames to 

accommodate shutter lag and allow myself freedom to post-select a ‘decisive’ 

moment in post-production. I am satisfied that this can be justified in fast-

moving situations and I take comfort in noting that the majority of 

photographers whose work is shown in the Magnum Contact Sheets book 

(Lubben 2014), shot multiple similar versions of important images to allow for 

final selection by an editor. 
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The images 

The images are presented, described and assessed in chronological order. 

	  

This is a scene-setting image, taken a few seconds 

after the start of the first race. It sets context 

because it shows most of the boats in the fleet. In 

light wind, with the boats upright, the shape of 

their rigs echo Grain Power Station chimney on 

the horizon, which gives a sense of place. The 

‘decisive moment’ decision is about getting 

maximum separation between the boats and a 

clear view of the chimney. 

	  

Rear views are not ideal but I wanted one more to 

avoid the first image being an ‘odd man out’. The 

body language of the sailors, leaning and looking 

forward, implies a concentration on the two out-

of-focus boats, apparently in front of them 

(actually evenly-matched in terms of progress to 

windward) 

	  

A close-up of sailors in light winds. The body 

language is tense and their faces show 

concentration on the nuances of wind and sail-

setting. The shroud and trapeze line ‘hold in’ the 

left side of the image. 
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An unusual viewpoint, looking down on a boat 

passing very close to the committee boat (the 

crew is moving inboard on the trapeze to avoid 

hitting us). Enough of the boat is visible to tell us 

what it looks like and show the complication of 

rope controls. Wires and ropes frame the 

helmsman and both sailors’ eyelines are looking 

forward. Although the mass of the image is at the 

top left, this balances a strong sense of movement 

toward the bottom right 

	  

Another close-up study in concentration as the 

crew is ready to swing outboard to balance the 

boat as required. 

	  

As the wind picks up, the catamaran heels and 

both sailors go out on the trapeze to balance it. 

This is, effectively, a single-boat portrait; we don’t 

need to see any more of the rig because the 

trapeze lines show us how tall the mast is. 

Compositionally, this is a study in triangles. 

Although the boat is heading straight for the 

camera, the spray under the leeward hull gives an 

indication of its speed. 
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Another single-boat portrait, this could have been 

omitted from the set without detracting from the 

overall story, but I like the colour coordination 

between the hulls of the boat and the logos on the 

sailors’ sleeves. The boat is moving across the 

frame and is more conventionally positioned, 

with ‘room to move into’. 

	  

This medium-wide image is intended to show 

concentration and competition. We see enough of 

the boat at the left of the frame and it places the 

sailors’ heads on the right ‘golden section’ line. 

The turning mark and out-of-focus boat behind 

give us some context. I selected this image from a 

burst of five because the shape of the boat behind 

gives an effective frame to the heads of the sailors 

in front. 

	  

Learning blog references 

My research and an analysis of shooting at three different events (before 

selecting the regatta) are described in my blog postings under the 

‘Assignments/Assignment three’ menu. 

Similarly, my coursework exercises are described in my blog postings under the 

‘Coursework/Assignment three’ menu. 
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