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INTRODUCTION

Deep down, I’m betting that you are 

not satisfied with your landscape 

photography, which is why you decided 

to download and read this e-book. I’m 

also betting that you are making what 

I call “so what” landscape pictures 

that look much like everyone else’s 

“so what” landscape pictures, that 

solicit viewer platitudes such as “nice 

shot of the road, sweet sunset, pretty 

mountains, great clouds,” or the one we 

all hate to hear. “Oh, that’s nice, I’ve got 

a shot just like that on my iPhone.” 

And yet you keep trying to create 

something significant, to do better 

because deep down you know, and 

I know, that you are not a “so what” 

photographer and that you are capable 

of creating landscape art images 

that will interpret  and portray your 

subjective thoughts, feelings and 

advance your work from “So What” to 

“So Significant,” with  a powerful visual 

voice— yours. 

But how do you get from ‘So What’ to ‘So Significant’? 

Camera capture Finished artwork

https://www.nppemasterclass.com 
Email:info@nppemasterclass.com 
Telephone: 1-866-97-PHOTOS

http://www.nppemasterclass.com
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F
irst, it is important to recognize 

at its core art photography for 

any genre is not about the how 

of capturing reality; it’s about capturing 

a personal interpretation and expression 

that is beyond the lens.  John Szarkowski, 

the photographer, curator, historian, 

critic, and for 30 years the director of 

photography at New York’s Museum of 

Modern Art, described the process this 

way: 

What Szarkowski is telling us is that 

when we choose to create the still 

invisible picture, we are choosing to 

create an image that expresses what 

we feel, and these feelings often defy 

words because we are working with 

a visual language. Rather than verbal 

expressions, art photography evokes 

visual metaphors that stir responses in 

the viewer. Atmospherics and framing 

can germinate and amplify nonverbal 

terms revealed in the overt subject but 

also the intuitive and perhaps covert 

intentions of the photographer as well.

 

As an art photography workshop teacher  

who  has  worked with hundreds of 

students, I  can  say that most amateur 

landscape photographers (and some 

professionals too) who enroll in their first 

NPPE workshop create  documentary  

work by capturing what they see and 

not what they feel. I know this to be 

true because I once made oversteered, 

highly saturated, high contrast “so 

what” landscape images with limited 

subject and thematic value. I also know 

there is a place for expedient and well 

executed photographic illustration, 

photo journalism, social media, and 

the millions of images that appear on 

the web each day to trigger clicks, to 

entertain, and to inform, but we expect 

more from fine art photography and 

perhaps even more in the landscape 

art genre. 

In this visual arena, we challenge 

ourselves to create an original point 

of view, narrative images that present 

a story beyond the lens, or images 

that invite us to navigate the artist’s 

expression through our hearts and 

minds.  

“The subject and the picture were 

not the same things, although they 

would afterward seem so. It was the 

photographer’s problem to see not 

simply the reality before him but the 

still invisible picture, and to make 

his choices in terms of the latter.”
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You Need A Creative 
System

I n  my f i r s t  eB o o k ,  L a n d s c a p e 

Photography Workflow, A Foolproof 

System for the Lightroom/ACR Develop 

Module (free), I presented a basic 

workflow for the Lightroom or Adobe 

Camera Raw Develop Module. To be 

certain, the primary purpose of Adobe 

Camera RAW (ACR) and the Develop 

Module in Lightroom is to convert your 

RAW (digital) negative into a useful 

image. This simple workflow adjusts a 

default image, and while you can and 

sometimes should stop at this point, for 

the creative landscape photographer, 

this is your  beginning point for a 

visualized image. 
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Decide What Comes Next

Once you have established a basic 
image, you must decide what comes 
next— if anything. Do you use the 
local  Lightroom/ACR tools such as 
the adjustment brush, graduated filter 
tool, the radial filter, and explore more 
detailed segments of the photograph 
with range and luminance masks? 
Perhaps we employ some of the artistic 
presets, convert to black and white, or 
modify hue, saturation and luminance 
values. Or do you skip all the local 
controls in Lightroom and move to 
Photoshop, where you have a larger 
toolbox and can make finer selections, 

create composites and repurpose 
the image to a visual statement that 
may explore the outer fringes of your 
imagination? Perhaps you use the tools 
in both areas to achieve your desired 
visual statement. 

We have many possibil it ies and 
choices, but  for  most  of  us  (including 
experienced art photogrphers), it is 
often difficult to decide what to do, 
when and why. So then, how does an 
art photographer make meaningful, 
creative decisions that result in 
significant images? 

We begin by imagining the finished image before we squeeze the 
shutter, a process called Visualization.   

The Answer:

WORKFLOW DECISION TREE

CAPTURE/RAW

Lightroom / ACR Basic Module

Photoshop Lightroom Local Adjustments

Adjustment Brush

Radio Filter

Graduated Filter

Range Masks

Photoshop
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WHAT IS VISUALIZATION? 
EXACTLY

V
isualization is the ability to 

imagine within the “mind’s 

eye”—a completed image or 

series of images before we squeeze the 

shutter and then apply a constructive 

postproduction workflow to make the 

visualized image. To understand the 

power of visualization, let’s review a brief 

history of the process. 

Photography History

As photography emerged from its 

early development, it was considered 

a miracle tool of science to document 

what was before the lens. Pioneering 

photographers invested heavily in the 

technology to capture images with great 

accuracy and detail and thus document 

the world around them as opposed to 

interpreting how they felt about what 

they saw. The camera, film and chemical 

process supported an illustrative 

function, but through a gradual process of 

self and technical discovery (beyond the 

discussion of this e-book), photographers 

began to recognize the unique creative 

possibilities of the medium and over time 

a new art form emerged. Recognition 

as a fine art was slow and painful, and 

early art photographers had to push 

and defend their work as an art worthy 

of collecting and owning.  
 

Photography As Art

As with all the arts, art photography 

evolved its own systems, processes, tools, 

and technology. With these changes and 

improvements, photographers began 

to visualize the outcome of an image 

before they captured the picture with 

significant precision, and a few began to 

create or visualize art images on purpose. 

Pioneering landscape art photographers, 

such as Ansel Adams, developed and 

described the visualization process as 

follows:  

The term visualization refers to the entire 

emotional-mental process of creating a 

photograph, and as such, it is one of the 

most important concepts in photography. 

It includes the ability to anticipate a finished 

image before making the exposure so that 

the procedures employed will contribute to 

achieving the desired result. —ANSEL ADAMS
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Thus, to visualize is to project ways in the 

mind’s eye in which what we see before 

the lens can be composed and then 

translated into a subjective outcome that 

expresses a personal emotional range that 

is photography beyond the lens.  

How Do You Visualize?

Visualizing may sound easy, but in 

reality, it is challenging, as it should be 

because it requires practice, camera and 

postproduction tool knowledge, and 

personal introspection to arrive at an image 

that presents a unique visual expression— 

yours. 

How well you visualize depends upon 

how much you know about your craft. In 

the beginning, you don’t know the range 

of enhancements available or how they fit 

your narration. As you continue to develop 

your camera and postproduction abilities, 

you become better equipped to visualize 

outcomes for your image and extend your 

emotional range. 

For example, one of Ansel Adams 

visualization break throughs occurred  

when he was on location to photograph 

Yosemite’s, Half Dome.  He began the 

shoot with a yellow filter but quickly 

realized that the yellow  filter  wasn’t 

going to convey what he saw and felt. He 

swapped the yellow for a red which greatly 

expanded image tones and darkened the 

blue of the sky. This created the mood 

and compositional structure that he had 

visualized. 

So, to visualize, you need to first form the 

image or idea in your mind’s eye, and once 

you have an imagined concept, you can 

choose how to capture and post process 

your work.  This is not magic; visualization is 

a learnable process, and it comes in three 

flavors. 

3 Visualization Methods

1 
Inspirational  Visualization— We’re in 

the field exploring a landscape, and 

the light, scene elements, 

A visualized Composite
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atmospherics inspires us to capture an 

image. We  “work the camera” process 

which means we capture the scene with a 

variety of technical adjustments such as 

bracketing, stack focus, different lenses, 

and then  “work the scene “ a process of 

seeing from different points of view to 

help us connect to the scene emotionally. 

After we have captured the scene and 

sometimes during the scene, we make 

journal notes that briefly describe what 

inspired us, our emotional responses, 

the story beyond the lens, and some 

postproduction ideas for the image.

Inspirational Visualization is the most 

common visualization method and often 

used for landscape art photography but 

can apply to other genres as well.

2 
Cinematic Visualization— We 

have an image (or series of 

images) in mind that we may have 

developed from prior visits to an area or 

we have researched from other sources, 

and thus we have some targeted ideas 

that will “guide our work the scene and 

work the camera approaches.” During 

and after the shoot, we make notes in 

our journal regarding our emotional 

responses beyond the lens and thoughts 

about our postproduction workflow. 

Cinematic Visualization is a planning 

process and is most often used in movie 

productions (hence the name), but the 

cognitive development, scheduling, 

and research work are very useful for 

landscape art photography.  

3 Post Visualization— Once we import 

our images into our postproduction 

software, usually Lightroom or 

Adobe Camera Raw, whether they be 

the result of cinematic or inspirational 

visualization (or a combination of the two) 

we are revisiting our work and emotional 

connections. We review our journal 

notes and analyze our work to see what 

opportunities occurred in capture, and 

that can now be enhanced to achieve 

the image imagined. More importantly, 

when revisiting an image(s), we develop 

a new intimacy due to the passage of 

time and the isolation of the image on the 

screen. We may now decide to change 

our outcome parameters because we  

are dealing with new  interpretations of 

our previous feelings. 

Changing our mind based on new 

information and visual stimulus is 

a healthy and necessary part of 

creativity. 
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VISUALIZATION AND SEEING

Many photographers confuse SEEING and VISUALIZATION, and they are 
not the same thing.  It is critical to understand the difference between 

the two as each of these activities drives different parts of your field and 
postproduction workflow.

SEEING

We see (obviously) while we are looking 

at a scene or in the case of Cinematic 

Visualization during our research 

work. Seeing means evaluating what is 

physically in front of our eyes (the real 

stuff) and thus, we become aware of the 

components in the scene to determine 

what is relevant to our inspiration or plan.  

SEEING drives our work the scene and 

work the camera process and manages 

the illustrative attributes of photography. 

VISUALIZATION

Visualization transcends physicality and 

drives us to create a visual statement 

from beyond the lens. When we visualize, 

we deliberately compose and arrange 

to accentuate pieces of the scene— 

lines, shapes, colors, tactical qualities, 

harmonies, dysfunctions, light, and 

atmospherics— to evoke emotional links 

to our subjective thoughts, emotional 

range, and metaphors. Thus, when we 

employ visualization, we are creating an 

image that is in our mind’s eye. This is 

PHOTOGRAPHY BEYOND THE LENS, and 

we are creating work that is a VISION 

BEYOND DOCUMENTATION.  “When I’m 

ready to make a photograph, I think I 

quite obviously see in my mind’s eye, 

something that is not literally there in the 

true meaning of the word. I’m interested 

in something which is built up from 

within, rather than just extracted from 

without.” Ansel Adams. I recommend that 

you view an early piece of film wherein 

Adam’s discusses the visualization 

process  courtsey of Marc Silber.

 

Visualization process courtsey of Mark Siliber 
http://bit.ly/2L8gZiX

http://bit.ly/2L8gZiX
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 The Visualization Workflow

To create significant art photography, you 

need a visualization workflow, which is a 

series of steps that allows you to capture 

and process what you feel and see in your 

mind’s eye. In the beginning, the process 

may seem cumbersome, difficult, and 

slow. However, if you start with a foolproof 

step by step system, you will quickly 

transition from a checklist process to 

one that is intuitive and personal. 

ACTIVE SEEING

We begin with Active Seeing, which is 

about evaluating what is physically in 

front of our eyes and identifying how 

it stimulates our emotional reactions. 

This step can take a few minutes, a few 

seconds or be nearly instantaneous.

For my landscape art photography, I 
generally work from a Tripod and use 
live view as it allows me to examine 
the entire field of view critically. Thus, 
I can match what my camera sees to 
the image I Visualize

Key ACTIVE SEEING components for 

landscape art photography are:

 > See What the Camera Sees— It is 

critical to train yourself to compare 

what you see with what the camera 

sees. It is so important to understand 

that what you see with your eyes is 

often far different than the angle 

of view and depth of field that the 

camera sees. Thus, make decisive 

adjustments so that your camera sees 

the image that you are visualizing

 > Tactile Quality — Are there textural 

elements that add dimension, are they 

rough, smooth, rhythmic, discordant, 

do they dominate the images such as 

sand whorls or are they submissive, 

such as a plain of grass against a 

thundering sky? 

 > Shape and Line— What shapes, lines, 

ground or sky dominant elements 

are available? How can these scene 

features serve a higher purpose in our 

image? 

 > Light— The quality of the light will 

vary with time of day and season. So 

will the light temperature, thus it is   

essential to see the light’s real values 

and note the highlights, shadows, 

angles of incidence, or lack of light 

such as on flat overcast days or during 

the blue hours. 
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 > Atmospheric effects— The effects of 

clouds, fog, rain, often can upstand or 

contract the emotional range of your 

image.   

 >  Emotional Resonance—  How 

does this landscape scene affect 

your emotional resonance under 

various lighting angles, time of day, 

atmospherics, and compositional  

arrangements.  How can you 

capture what you are feeling and 

create an equivalent response in a 

print or electronic representation 

within viewers of your work as well? 

Deployment of your emotional 

resonance is a critical component 

of visualization and one of the most 

delicate pieces of the workflow. 

The Ox Mill. Mojave National Reserve
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COMPOSING WITH WORK THE SCENE
Work The Camera Techniques

Next, we compose the image, which 

is the most important creative 

decision a landscape photographer can 

make and the principal work of arranging 

and sorting the visual components of 

a scene to achieve a visualized image. 

For the landscape art  photographer 

this means we need to WORK THE 

SCENE— WORK THE CAMERA to extract 

meaning from the chaotic elements of 

the landscape scene through isolation, 

juxtaposition, selective visual weight 

with a detailed point of view, framing to  

eliminate visual story disruptions and 

we can reorient our viewers perception 

by selective focus of some elements 

relative to others, and much more. 

Composition  is  not the same as 
visualization but a component of 
visual expression

While we can adjust our composition 

in post, that action is a variance 

of a previous decision. The initial 

composition is often reactionary, the 

first frame generally a disappointment, 

and unfortunately, this is where many 

photographers stop because they did 

not take time to  WORK THE SCENE—

WORK THE CAMERA.   

WS/WC is a stand-alone creative 

process and worthy of an ebook devoted 

to the subject, which is beyond the scope 

of this publication. Suffice it to say that 

while capturing the scene, we compose 

and use our camera, lens, and exposure 

controls in a manner to empower our 

vision for the image. Key elements are:

 > What do we include and exclude in 

the scene?

 > Should the image be sky or ground 

dominant?   

 > Where should I place the horizon? 

 > Is this a balanced  scene or will 

the final image be dominated by 

compositional icons such as a 

significant sweeping river or road 

curve, or will it be submissive to 

a predominate shape such as a 

mountain top? 
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 > Does the scene have an even 

distr ibution of elements via 

foreground, mid-ground, and a distant 

horizon?   

 >  Is there potential in the scene 

for unity, and can the elements 

be arranged to create dynamic 

movement such as a river or light 

flowing away from us?.

 > Which lens or zoom field of view 

selection will emphasize the image 

you have visualized.

 > Decide on a depth of field that works 

for your compositional selection. 

 > Control your exposure by your post-

production plan. 

 > What about scene contrast; light 

and dark as well color contrasts, 

which determine mood, and more 

importantly, they can extend or 

contract the emotional range. 

 And Finally,  There are no 

composit ion rules for good 

photographs; there are only good 

photographs.” - Ansel Adams

YOUR JOURNAL

Call it a notebook, workbook, journal, 

or whatever works for you, but you 

need to keep a record of your thoughts 

about field work. This is a series of 

personal notes about your technical 

work in the field, but you need to take 

a few moments and note what you felt 

about a given scene and your visualized 

outcome. Please read my blog on this 

subject and start journaling right now.

POST VISUALIZATION

You have completed your field capture, 

and now you bring the image into your 

Adobe Post Processing Software, and this 

e-book is not the place to expand upon 

the many Lightroom and Photoshop tools, 

processes and methods to achieve your 

visualized image. There are exhaustive 

http://https://www.nppemasterclass.com/blog/why-i-journal-you-should-too/
http://https://www.nppemasterclass.com/blog/why-i-journal-you-should-too/
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books and tutorials on this subject, 

including our forthcoming book, 

Photography Beyond the Lens which I 

think will be one of the best. 

In practice, you need a flexible system for 

your  POST  VISUALIZATION  workflow, one 

that integrates your emotional responses 

for the image that you visualized. 

However, as mentioned earlier in this 

e-book, the number of post-production 

choices are numerous,  possibly infinite, 

and initially overwhelming. We use a 

system that helps us achieve our images 

focus. Essential Elements of our Post 

Visualization Workflow are:

Intimacy and Evaluation—

It is quite easy, even tempting to start 

pushing sliders around in LR/ACR but do 

not do this. Spend some time with your 

image and get to know it again; treat it 

like you are visiting an old friend because 

it has been some time (a few hours, a day 

or even months sometimes) since you 

have been together. Evaluate the image 

and compare it to your journal notes. 

Is this what you imagined in your mind’s 

eye at the time of exposure?  Do you still 

feel the same way about your image? 

Coherence. Point Reyes National Park
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If not, what has changed, and why? 

Notate changes in your journal for further 

reference.  

Raw Conversion— 

The Lightroom/ACR Foolproof process 

we outline in our first e-book has as its 

purpose to convert your capture into a 

digital negative with a broad data range. 

This is a minimal workflow to develop 

a baseline image and while LR/ACR 

continually advances with new tools such 

as the range maks functions I teach our 

NPPE Masterclass students to move the 

image to photoshop early in the process. 

Photoshop masks and layers offer greater 

precision for achieving an image that 

expresses what we felt at the time of 

visualization.  

Distraction  Corrections—

In Photoshop, our first step is to remove 

distractions such as wires, the stray 

branch, or some tourist who wandered 

into our work of art.  

Global Adjustments— 
Native RAW images are soft, contrast 

flat and generally have weak color 

saturation. This is normal and 

generally, our second Photoshop task 

is to make global contrast, color value 

adjustments concerning hue and or 

saturation

Image Segmentation— 

How you interpret the scene is an essential 

part of the visualization, and while we see 

and visualize holistically,  the scene has 

many segments— shapes, lines, hues, 

highlights, shadows, midtones, 
Lightroom Basic Panel
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textures, etc. Even a simple seascape 

will have faint contrast and hue 

ranges, and for the art photographer, 

this is an opportunity to accentuate 

image segments to portray a deeper 

interpretation of the scene. Using the 

Photoshop’s powerful selection tools, 

and masks we can adjust contrast, hue, 

saturation, texture and other values in 

small areas of the image to relight or 

to accentuate elements that help us 

achieve our visualized outcome.

Nuance and Expression— 

These are usually the end of the workflow 

adjustments related to the artist’s 

subjective senses, style, visual voice 

and range from simple color graduation 

to more complex approaches such as 

compositing, advanced burning and 

dodging, blending shifts, and many other 

forms of digital expression elements.   

Winters Hold. Subjective interpretation of Winter in Canyon Lands National Park
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CASE STUDY 
 God Light on a High Plains Mesa 

The Art Sense 

The Mojave National Preserve is 1.6 million 

acres of remote desert land with several 

eco systems. In the eastern side of the 

back country and at higher altitudes one 

will find the rugged New York Mountains 

with their jagged rock formations and 

wind-swept mesas. There is a deep sense 

of isolation and loneliness in the high 

country, but many early settlers found 

these desolate places comforting as well. 

I photograph Mojave Landscapes 

frequently and have completed several 

exhibits of this desertscape as it is filled 

with abandoned mines and ranches. 

Man’s abandonment of his dreams 

is a central theme for much of my 

landscape art photography work and I 

find much to consider in the New York 

Mountains. However, I am not working 

to document the loss of these dreams 

or of the landscape that inspired their 

hopes and aspirations in the first place. 

I’m interested in creating art that depicts 

the reality of what the scene means.   

Over several years I’ve attempted to 

capture the power of this High Plains 

Mesa with its shoulders of naked rocks, 

and scraggly California Junipers. However, 

I always found that the dome shape and 

jagged rock strata inspirational but difficult 

to visually enunciate even with favorable 

light. My journal is filled with notes of 

exasperation from previous shoots noting 

that sky dominant compositions lacked 

the power of light to reveal what I felt, or 

ground dominate work that never quite 

got out of the chaos stage. Then on a late 

winter afternoon while shooting another 

subject a mile away I saw the faint fingers 

of a God Light streaming from the clouds 

and I instantly visualized a cinematic 

approach of the heavens opening with 

light in Biblical proportions. This is a case 

of inspirational visualization and I worked 

quickly to capture the faint fingers of 

light that burst over the mesa for a few 

precious minutes.  
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 God Light on a High Plains Mesa 

Working the Scene and 
Camera

I used a fixed focal length 600 mm lens 

and varied the angle slightly through the 

shooting session. I worked the camera 

adjusting ISO so that I could use higher 

shutter speeds as the light faded with a 

1/3 stop brackets to find exposure that 

in post would help emphasize the cloud 

atmospherics.

Journaling

I shut the camera down, secured the 

tripod and made notes in my journal. 

“Breathtaking light; heaven directed, 

multiple rays. Seems as if God has directed 

light to a lonely outpost and I wonder 

how early ranchers felt when they saw or 

experienced this type of scene. 

Feeling warmth but isolated as well. I feel 

awe but I am not included… as an outsider 

looking in. I suspect that many people 

feel this way about religion and spiritual 

beliefs. They believe but stand aside from 

organized faith for they are certain about 

the light but not certain about man’s 

interpretation of light. Not sure about my 

emotional range. Need to sleep on what I 

am feeling but have a deep gratitude for 

the light. 

Thinking to crop off lower Mesa slash in 

post and accent light fingers. The Indian 

Rice grass is weak so need to add light and 

saturation to achieve a destination for the 

golden fingers of light. Let the corners fall 

off to dark for added drama and viewer 

direction. Gradual change here as the light 

did not explode on the scene but seems 

to have crept in and then flickered for a 

few moments before disappearing. 

Thinking dramatic cinematic post 

approach--- light and dark, gold and blue, 

extend the  natural light, emphasize cloud 

filigree.”

Photoshop Layerstack
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POST VISUALIZATION

With this image, I captured a document, 

but the spiritual influences led me down 

another path and I wanted to create a 

Vision beyond Documentation that would 

emphasize the revitalizing power of the 

Light coming from the clouds. I used 

the Foolproof workflow for Lightroom 

and nothing else. In Photoshop I isolated 

various elements of the image using the 

principals of segmentation and then 

emphasized the fingers of light.   

Lightroom / ACR AdjustmerntsActual Capture

Finished Artwork
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Summary 

As an instructor for National Park 

Photography Expeditions I’ve noted that 

many of my best workshop students 

create work that does not define the 

attended National Park. Rather than 

creating images that tell us about the 

location they create images that tell us 

how they feel about the national park. 

This is an important distinction. 

In the field I often see groups of 

photographers competing for the 

opportunity to make nearly identical 

images of  ‘So What’  compositions 

in such places as Mesa Arch in the 

Canyonlands of Utah, or Oxbow Bend 

on the Snake River in Wyoming. In the 

end they may create beautiful work that 

is much like everyone else’s beautiful 

work and to make sure it is like everyone 

else’s beautiful work they will use 

presets, recipes and filters to guarantee 

that outcome. In the end we have pretty, 

but ‘So What’ images. 

Landscape art photography is not 

about documenting what’s before the 

camera, but about creating an image 

that is a vision beyond documentation, 

an image that is beyond the lens, and ‘So 

Significant.’ Thus, our most successful 

Landscape Art photographers use 

subjects within the park as inspiration 

to deliver images that are something 

truly and uniquely personal. 

The Distance Between. Grand Teton National Park. 
Photography by: Gary Doulin


