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Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography 

Session 1:  Introduction and Preliminary Musings 

Introduction − Who is your workshop leader? 

By way of introduction, I am both a published photographer (you 
can peruse my vitae on my website1 and look at the blog I’ve 
nurtured since 20042) and a Ph.D. physicist, specializing in 
something called complex adaptive systems theory, or 
“complexity,” for short (I have written two graduate-level texts 
on the subject). That was not a typo. Your humble workshop 
leader isin his day job, at leasta complexicologist!3 

I mention these unexpected (perhaps even unexpectedly amusing) and prima facie 
contradictory set of facts“A complexity theorist is going to be teaching us about 
simplicity?!?”neither to impress you nor to confuse you (and certainly not to frighten 
you), but merely to plant a seemingly crazy idea about what “simplicity in photography” is 
all about − an idea that, I hope, by the end of this workshop you will all agree is actually not 
so crazy! Namely, that “simplicity” and “complexity” are but two sides of the same aesthetic 
coin. Innately “simple” images that are devoid of a certain ineffable measure of elegance 
are typically banal and uninteresting, and rarely convey any deep meaning. On the other 
hand, “complex” images that consist of a myriad of individually interesting shapes and hues 
and textures, but whose assembly is sloppy and incoherent are, at best, forgettable and 
convey nothing of lasting value, and, at worst, are just painful to look at.  

Of course, neither extreme leads to anything interesting: at one end of the spectrum, we 
have the infinitely “simple” (such as a solid-white image, with literally nothing else in view); 
and at the other end of the spectrum we have the infinitely complex, which you can 
represent in your mind’s eye as some image of random noise (such as “static” on an analog 
TV, for those of you who remember such things). Our job, together, is to discover that the 
real goal of this workshop is not merely to find ways to create “simple photographs” 
(though specific methods for achieving this “interim” goal will be presented in later 
sessions), but to develop skillsobservational skills, meditative skills, compositional skills, 
technical skills, digital processing skills, etc.that allow us to best communicate why we 
want to photograph anything at all. In this broader context, the word “simplicity” that 
appears in the title of this workshop is really just a “wild card,” an empty template for the 
highly personalized meaning it will eventually attain for each of you as you imbue it with 
your own unique aesthetic and photographic goals.  

1 https://www.andy-ilachinski.com/copy-of-cv
2 http://tao-of-digital-photography.blogspot.com/ 
3 Complexity is the study of emergent properties of systems that consist of many dynamically interconnected parts 
(e.g., how does consciousness emerge from 100+ billion neurons, each connected to 1000+ other neurons?) 
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If what we are after as photographers is to develop and nurture the skills necessary to 
create meaningful photographs (meaningful to us, and, by implication, meaningful to those 
we wish to share our images with), we must first deconstruct what we mean by simplicity. 
We may think we know what simplicity is; e.g., something that has only a few parts, is 
“easy” to create, and/or is easy to understand. But if that is really what we mean, we might 
as well get proficient at taking pictures of items to be put up for sale on eBay and stop, our 
mission accomplished. After all, we’d be dealing with simple objects (a book, a ring, a 
mattress, …), simple white backdrops (to focus attention on the item we wish to sell, which 
we will dutifully place in the center), and simple lights (again to focus attention on the item 
of interest), we’ll be able to create wonderfully “simple” images. Unfortunately, from the 
point of view of fine-art photography, and from whatever motivations and aspirations I’m 
assuming drove each of you to sign up for this workshop, this eBay-like simplicity almost 
invariably leads to nothing but dull, uninteresting images devoid of any feeling or meaning. 
Yet they (and the best eBay images) are, undeniably, simple. So, what is missing? How have 
we misunderstood simplicity? 
 
To motivate the answer to these questions (which will unfold in stages of this workshop), I 
want to share one of my favorite Zen sayings (attributed to Seigen Ishin, 9th Century Zen 
teacher): 

“Before I had studied Zen for thirty years, 
I saw mountains as mountains, 

and waters as waters… 
 

When I arrived at a more intimate knowledge, 
I came to the point where I saw 

that mountains are not mountains, 
and waters are not waters. 

 

But now that I have got its very substance I am at rest. 
For it's just that I see mountains once again as mountains, 

and waters once again as waters.” 
   
Substitute the word “simplicity” for “Zen” in the above saying, and the passage describes 
the intended path of our workshop: to start with our intuitions of what simplicity is and is 
not, reflect on it, ponder it, experiment with it, see it from new perspectives, reach a point 
when we are confused by it and perhaps even mistake it for what we previously knew it is 
not, and, eventually, after some sincere effort, recognize it for what we “knew without 
knowing” all along. 
 
Substitute the word “photography” for “Zen” in the above saying, and the passage also 
describes the life-long path we take as artists toward self-discovery; a path that starts with 
us taking photographs of things, out there, in the world, that we point our camera at simply 
because they are interesting to us as “things,” that later draws us into capturing images not 
just of things but which convey our feelings about things, and focus attention on what 
imbues meaning to things rather than on the things themselves; later still, the same path 
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inexplicably leads us to ourselves. One day, we will realize that our life-long oeuvres are not 
passive collages of "photographs taken," but are living embodiments of our artistic spirit 
and our deepest self: 

“A man sets out to draw the world.  
As the years go by, he peoples a space with images of 

provinces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes, 
rooms, instruments, stars, horses, and individuals. 

A short time before he dies, 
he discovers that the patient labyrinth of lines 

traces the lineaments of his own face.” 

− Jorge Luis Borges

Goals 

My main goal is to help you create the kinds of photographs most meaningful to you. It 
turns out that “simplicity”while obviously a word that means different things to different 
people, and even to the same person at different times under different circumstancesis a 
powerful principle to keep in mind while “doing photography” precisely because it helps us 
focus on what is uniquely and most deeply important to us as artists. As we discover those 
specific attributes of our photographsand the manner in which images are crafted 
(including how they are “found” and processed after capture)that best reflect our 
aesthetic (even spiritual) sensibilities, the trick will be in learning to instinctively associate 
those attributes with the one catch-all word, “simplicity.”  

As we naturally go about the business of “doing” our photography, and reflect on how well 
our images are accomplishing our goals (are they conveying the meaning we intend to 
convey?), our understanding of the word “simplicity” will inevitably change, as its meaning 
becomes ever more refined, nuanced, and intensely personal. In time, “simplicity”or the 
unique concept of simplicity evolves for each of uswill eventually become synonymous 
with making “good photographs.” The “simpler” the process of photography becomes for 
us, the better able our images will be at communicating why we captured them in the first 
place!  

Outline 

Here is the outline for this workshop and the topics we will be looking at in each session 
(there will be six sessions in all). The write-up for each session will introduce you to a 
specific topic, provide examples of technique or approach that will be offered, along with a 
personal anecdote or two about how I have used a specific method in my own photography. 
In most of the sessions I’ll also be sharing some on-line resources that you might find 
interesting.  
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Session 1: An introduction to the workshop, as a whole 
 

An overview of what “cultivating simplicity in photography” really means, a discussion of 
various aspects of photography on which “simplicity” depends, and a few easy exercises to 
get us started. We will introduce some of the key themes of this workshop, before taking a 
deeper dive in later sessions. 
 
Session 2: The “Eye” – seeking simplicity in the environment 
 

This session will expand on some preliminary musings (introduced in Session 1) on “seeing” 
and ways of finding potential subjects to photograph. We will see how cultivating simplicity 
is synonymous with achieving an expanded awareness of place and time. We will explore 
how our state of mind determines what is visible to us and profoundly influences what we 
most strongly resonate with in our surroundings, and provide examples and exercises to 
heighten our powers of observation and perception. Examples of “minimalist” photography 
will be discussed.  
 
Session 3: The “I” – seeking simplicity within oneself 
 

Expanding on the lessons drawn from Session 2, we will explore how all of our outwardly 
directly efforts to find simplicity “out there” in the world will come to naught if we cannot 
find the calm center in our own deepest selves and from which all creative works naturally 
spring forth; we will move from “seeing” to visualizing. Practical methods to help achieve 
this inner state will be introduced (e.g., simple meditative exercises to put into the proper 
mindset, using the works of other artists and photographers that we admire to find echoes 
of our deepest selves, and learning how to enter a “state of flow” as we do photography). 
 
Session 4: The Medium, Part I – toward a visual grammar  
 

Sessions 4 and 5 will focus on the practical side of image making by introducing some of the 
key tools that a photographer can use to direct and sculpt a viewer’s interpretation of an 
image; i.e., the essential elements of a visual grammar. We will discuss the basic elements 
of composition (e.g., the frame, light, contrast, tone, form, texture, etc.) and how they can 
be combined for a specific purpose, “seeing” the world in color vs. black-and-white, camera 
position, focal length, depth of field, and shutter speed. In tune with the insight gained from 
the “Before I had studied Zen for thirty years…” Zen saying we quoted earlier, we need to 
first see how “light, contrast, and tone” are not (what we may have previously thought was) 
“light, contrast, tone” before “light, contrast, and tone” once again becomes “light, 
contrast, and tone” and as instinctual as breathing. Before simplicity lies a complex path. 
 
Session 5: The Medium, Part II – Abstraction as simplification 
 

Session 5 will expand on the practical lessons introduced in Session 4, and focus on the art 
of abstraction as (somewhat paradoxically) a concrete method of simplifying photographs. 
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We will show and discuss how some of the best abstracts are really nothing more than 
“ordinary” photographs (of “ordinary” things and processes) that have been stripped clean 
of obvious meaning; for example, by eliminating an obvious context in which what remains 
can be readily identified, deliberately cropping an image to exclude an obvious boundaries 
or extraneous objects that might give a clue as what is left really is, or using just the right 
combination of lens, camera position, depth of field, and shutter speed to capture only the 
tiniest part of a larger reality. In a sense, this whole session will be devoted to exploring 
how abstraction may be used to pay homage to Minor White’s admonition to photograph 
things for “what else they are.” 
 
Session 6: Putting it all together – Photography as a path toward self-discovery 
 

We will conclude the workshop by re-examining the meaning behind the quote by Borges 
that appears on an earlier page. Specifically, we will explore whyin the purest spiritual 
sensethe “cultivation of simplicity” while doing our photography is synonymous with 
discovering ourselves. As Borges’ quote suggests, we are, in the end, the sum total of what 
we have done; or, as photographers, what we have seen, been touched by, and 
photographed. We can no more escape the inevitability of “seeing ourselves as we are 
through what we have accomplished” than we can outrun our own shadow. The question is, 
What will we find when we get there?, and What can we do now to make sure we will like 
what we see? 
 
Logistics 

 
The workshop starts on Monday, Sep 11th.  Each Monday morning for the 6 weeks beginning 
on this date, I’ll be posting new material in the workshop folder on my website: 
 

http://www.sudden-stillness.com/SimplicityWorkshop/Session2017 
 
You will need the username and password I sent you via email (if you have not already 
received these, please email me: andy.ilachinski@gmail.com). I have also set up a private 
Facebook group (Shanti Arts Simplicity in Photography Workshop) in which you  can get to 
know the other students in the class, post images, make comments, ask questions, etc. 
Indeed, I encourage you to make liberal use of this page, since the bulk of our mutual 
interactions will likely be taking place there. 
 
What is photography? 

 
Before we begin “cultivating the art of simplicity in photography,” we need to first 
appreciate what photography itself is all about; at least the kind of photography whose 
practice warrants that time and attention be given to “cultivating the art of simplicity” in 
order to achieve it.  
 

mailto:andy.ilachinski@gmail.com
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Etymologically, the word “photograph” (first used by the great English polymath Sir John 
Herschel in 1839) comes the Greek words φωτός = photos (genitive of φῶς = phōs, or 
"light") and γραφή = graphé, meaning "representation by means of lines" or "drawing." 
Taken together, “photography” therefore means "drawing with light." Of course, this tells 
us nothing about How − or Why − this is done. The “How?” part is easy to describe, at least 
technically, and involves either analog or digital processes, or one of myriad variants that 
have come and gone since the first permanent “recording of light” was made by the French 
inventor Niépce in 1822. There are numerous web sites and books that provide the 
requisite background on this question (see references at the end of this write-up). Except 
for discussing some of the key differences between how we see the world and how our 
camera/lens combination “sees” the world (in a later session), we will focus mostly on 
finding ways of approaching and answering the “Why?” part of “drawing with light.”  
 
My personal take … 
 
For me, photography represents the quintessential example of an activity that is 
fundamentally impossible to capture using words alone. We can point to etymologies (as I 
just have), we can wax poetically on the nature of “stopping time,” and use images as a 
backdrop to all kinds of socio-political discussions. Butagain, for me (your takes will 
almost certainly be different)none of these methods capture the ineffable process of 
doing photography. This process is obviously intensely personal, and has both conscious and 
unconscious components, meaning that even the photographer is not always aware of 
“Why?” her camera’s shutter button was pressed at a given instant. Photography is a 
verbally ineffable experience that unfolds inside the photographer. It is thus a language: 
 

“The concept underlying this phrase is a very important one.  
Just as in the media of the written word we have poems, essays,  

scientific and journalistic reports, novels, dramas and catalogues, 
so with photography we touch the domains of science, 

documentation and expressive art. 

When words become unclear, 
I shall focus with photographs. 

When images become inadequate, 
I shall be content with silence.”  

− Ansel Adams 
 

The grammar of this language is unique to each individual photographer and consists of a 
lifelong collection of images, both captured and only imagined. Over time, this grammar 
reveals just as many insights about the world “out there” (that we point our camera at), as 
it does about the world “in here,” in our minds and souls, the “I” behind the “eye,” and the 
reason “Why?” we choose to point our cameras at anything at all. 
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Photography = … 
 
This workshop is largely woven around ways to explore the basic elements that fold into 
appreciating photography as a language: 
 

• Photography = constant picture taking 
 

“To be a photographer, one must photograph. No amount of book learning, no 
checklist of seminars attended, can substitute for the simple act of making 
pictures” − Harry Callahan 

 
The only deep “truth” about photography is that in order for it to evolve and get “better” 
(where “better” means nothing to anybody except the photographer!) it needs to be done, 
constantly. As with any art and craft, the practice of photography has to be carefully, 
lovingly, nurtured. Even if you do not have a camera with you (though, nowadays, with 
cameras in every phone, you are unlikely to ever find yourself without one), you practice 
“seeing” the world around with your photographer’s eyes (a process we’ll describe in more 
detail as we go on). 
 

• Photography = communication 
 

“Understand what you want to say. Understand how you want to say it. Then 
say it without compromise. Now you are thinking in terms of creative 
photography!” − Bruce Barnbaum  

 
When we take a photograph, we obviously do so for a reason. Typically, that reason 
involves communicating something (of a place, an event, a feeling,…) to someone else. Even 
if we keep the image to ourselves and never show it to anyone, the reason we wish to do so 
is because the image conveys something that is of lasting value to us. The better you are 
understanding and using the elements of photography under your control (discussed 
below), the better your images will be at expressing what you want your photography to 
communicate to others. 
 

• Photography = feeling 
 

“Seeing is not enough; you have to feel what you photograph” − Andre Kertesz  
 
All of the best photographers through history agree on this one basic point: it is not the 
picture, as a physical artifact, that matters; it is the feeling that an image evokes that is all 
important. Photography is moreso much moreabout capturing emotion than it is about 
“reproducing reality.” This is true regardless of the kind of photography that most interests 
you (portraits, still life, landscapes, documentary, weddings, …) This key idea was 
introduced into photography by the great pioneer Alfred Stieglitz, with a series of 
photographs he took between 1925-1934 that he called Equivalents: “My cloud 
photographs are equivalents of my most profound life experiences, my basic philosophy of 
life.” 
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• Photography = aesthetic design 
 

“It is all about how you build a picture, what a picture consists of, how shapes 
are related to each other, how spaces are filled, how the whole thing must have 
a kind of unity” − Paul Strand  

 
The primary means of expression in photographyas a visual languageis composition, 
which refers to how the parts of an image can be organized so that they lead a viewer’s eye 
around, and focus their attention on the message you wish to convey. Session 4 of this 
workshop will introduce some practical methods, including the use of light, color, form, 
pattern, texture, balance, focus, etc. However, as Ansel Adams once quipped, “There is 
nothing worse than a sharp image of a fuzzy concept,” meaning that no amount of 
“composing” can compensate for a lack of innate meaning. Which is why Sessions 2 and 3 of 
this workshop focus first on getting a sense of why we choose to point our cameras at the 
world at all; and what we wish to communicate to others by doing so. 
 

• Photography = an intensely personal journey 
 

“A man's work is nothing but this slow trek to discover, through the 
detours of art, these two or three great and simple images in whose 
presence his heart first opened” − Albert Camus  

 
The Oracle of Delphi,4 Rumi,5 Saint Francis of Assisi,6 and myriad other philosophers, poets, 
artists, photographers, and spiritual leaders, all teach us that the creative process is, in fact, 
a process of self-discovery. In simplest possible terms, as photographers, we photograph 
what we are. Though (the paradox!) it may take a lifetime to discover what that is. The last 
Session of the workshop will explore and expand on this theme. 
 

• Exercise S1-1: Describe yourself as a photographer 
 

Tell me a little bit about your photographic history. When did you first start taking 
photographs. What generally interests you about photography? Are you drawn to particular 
kinds of photography? What generally compels you to pick up a camera, regardless of type 
or particular kind of lens attached to it, and point to − and capture an image of − 
something? 
 
Each of us has a set of unique answers we can give to this question, answers that may 
(indeed, ought to) change over time, as our experience with photography both broadens, in 

                                                           
4 “Heed these words, You who wish to probe the depths of nature: If you do not find within yourself that which 
you seek, neither will you find it outside. In you is hidden the treasure of treasures. Know Thyself and you will 
know the Universe and the Gods.” − Oracle of Delphi 
5 “And you? When will you begin that long journey into yourself?” − Rumi (1207 - 1273) 
6 “That which you are seeking is doing the seeking.” − Saint Francis of Assisi (1181 - 1226) 
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terms of subject matter that we are exposed to and/or expose ourselves to, and deepens, as 
we discover things about ourselves from the evolving narrative of our own images.  
 
So, the first simple “exercise” I will ask you to do is to reflect on this basic question. Why do 
you do photography? What do you find yourself pointing your camera at most often? For 
what reason(s)?  Is it to record the presence of an object? A moment from some event? Is it 
to capture some beautiful light, a sunset or sunrise? Of course, there is no one 
answerthere cannot beand there is certainly no “right” or “wrong” answer. For some 
of you, it will be (or may seem to be) easy; for some, the task may prove difficult, since not 
everyone is predisposed to self-reflection (looking over a portfolio of your own photographs 
may help identify patterns that are otherwise unknown or only latent). However you choose 
to go about answering this question, please take your time with it. Spend a few days just 
thinking about it every so often; over a coffee break, before bed, or while walking. 
Afterwards, summarize your musings with a few sentences or a paragraph or two. Your 
answer will serve as a provisional anchor around which we will build tools uniquely tailored 
to helping you “simplify” your path toward, and your own unique vision of, what 
photography is all about. 
 
What elements of picture taking are under the photographer’s control?  

 
If you think about it, there are only a relatively few elements that the photographer has any 
real control overeither directly or indirectlywhile doing photography:  
 
• Photographic equipment: camera brand and/or make of model, types of lenses, filters, 

tripods, etc.  
 

• Subject matter: nearby park, a trip to a nearby city, or some vacation spot,  
 

• Light and/or environmental conditions: which may depend on mood, predilection, and 
opportunity 
 

• Vantage point: the decision as to where we position our camera is not as trivial as it 
sounds  
 

• Framing and/or cropping: which can be done either in-camera or after capture, and 
which is an important skill to acquire and nurture because cropping − or lack of a proper 
cropping − may make or break an image; learning the art of composition is vital for this  
 

• Plane of focus: to decide what is in sharp focus − both literally and figuratively − and 
what constitutes a blurred foreground/background  
 

• The moment: when do you press the shutter button? Why? Why then, and not a second 
sooner or a moment later? 

 

• Exposure time: which the photographer must learn to align with aesthetic intentions; 
e.g., do you want to “freeze” the action on the football field or endow a waterfall with a 
silky sheen?, and  
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• Presentation: will the image be shown on-line on Facebook? Will it be made into a print? 
Is it part of an ongoing portfolio? More generally, who is the target audience? 

 
Of course, the range of options and decisions grows exponentially after capture, as the 
photographer is faced with myriad options built into any decent image processing program 
(e.g., Photoshop, Paint Shop Pro, Affinity, and a host of alternatives). Of course, what 
matters most is the photograph itself: how it looks, what it contains, how it is presented, 
what ideas or questions it conveys, andultimatelywhether it leaves a lasting impression 
on the viewer. 
 
We will get to all of these specific elements in due course in this workshop, but for now it is 
enough to simply be aware of them, and of the fact that (apart from the plethora of options 
that image processing programs give us, which we also explore), there are not really that 
many things we can do, or change, while we are out in the field doing photography! In some 
ways, photography is already simple, albeit only after we’ve traveled back to the 
“mountains are once again mountains” stage of our journey. But the most important 
element of allwhich underlies all of the elements on the list above, over which we have 
the most direct control, and whose “simplification” stands the best chance of leading us to 
create more meaningful photographsis our inner state of mind. Cultivating simplicity in 
photography reduces essentially to cultivating an inner peace while doing photography. 
 
What is simplicity? 

 
According to the on-line Merriam-Webster dictionary,7 “simplicity” is “the state of being 
simple, uncomplicated, or uncompounded,” where the all-important word “simple” in this 
definition unfortunately entails no less than 10 variations of meaning, ranging from “free 
from guile” to “readily understood.” Etymologically,8 the word “simple” derives from the 
Latin simplus and from the Proto-Indo-European sm-plo, which refers to the root sem−, 
meaning “one; as one,” together with plo−, meaning fold. The word “simple” was 
introduced c.1200 to mean “free from duplicity, upright, guileless; blameless, innocently 
harmless,” but also “ignorant, uneducated; unsophisticated; simple-minded, foolish,” and 
also partly derives from the Old French simple, meaning “plain, decent; friendly, sweet; 
naive, foolish, and stupid.”  
 
My personal take … 
 
Here is a stream-of-consciousness cloud of words and phrases associated with the word 
“simple” that I put together for myself one day over coffee: 
 

                                                           
7 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/simple 
8 http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=simple 
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From this cloud, I then culled the five words and phrases that best describe what comes to 
my mind if I restrict their meaning to how the word “simple” might apply to a photograph 
(though, as I will make clear later in the workshop, the same terms apply equally well to my 
desired inner state, as I do my photography): 
 

 
 
Notice that the word “trivial” does not appear in my word cloud. Indeed, I deliberately 
included “Not trivial,” and even emphasized the “Not” part by italicizing it. I am trying to 
distinguish between technically well executed images for which “cultivating a simplicity” 
hardly matters (e.g., taking a picture of a watch for some on-line catalog) and images whose 
surface “simplicity” belies hidden depths. Images in the latter case typically reward the 
viewer with a “more than meets the eye” depth of meaning.  
 



12 
 

• Exercise S1-2: Generate and parse your own word cloud 
 

Either start with the word cloud #1 that appears above, or build a “master word cloud” for 
yourself, making sure to include as many general word/phrase associations with the word 
“simple” as you can and that are meaningful to you. Then highlight the top five words 
and/or phrases that are most closely aligned with your interpretation of simplicity, as it 
pertains to photography. 
 
I have always thought that the one true “objective” measure of a photograph (in terms of 
its value to the viewer) is time: namely, (1) the time a viewer wishes (or is compelled) to 
spend looking at an image when she first encounters it, and (2) the time(s) after which the 
viewer finds herself revisiting the memory of first seeing the photograph, and reflecting 
over it, pondering its intended meaning, or simply using it as a stepping stone for flights of 
fancy. In this sense, “trivial” photographs almost never leave lasting imprints (e.g., I have 
never felt compelled to muse on the deeper meaning of an image of the hamburger 
displayed on a menu in a restaurant). They may be colloquially “simple,” but not in the 
sense that we will be using this term throughout this workshop. Whatever “simple” is, it is 
emphatically not trivial. 
 
“Simplicity” is also not necessarily something that is “not complex.” Indeed, one of the most 
difficult conceptual (and aesthetic) hurdles for beginning photographers to pass through is 
to recognize that “simplicity” in photography does not preclude capturing images that look 
complex. Much of fine-art photography rests on the photographer’s ability to (to use her 
self-organizing visual grammar to) reveal the simple in the complex. How’s that for a 
paradox? ;-) 
 
For example, in 2007 I submitted an idea for a book contest sponsored by the British Black 
and White Photography magazine.9 My proposed title was Sudden Stillness: Visual Echoes of 
Timeless Rhythms, where the rhythms are chaos, order, complexity, and entropy (see figure 
below); notably, and deliberately, the word “simplicity” is absent. I described the book to 
the editors as: 
 
“…a meditation on using photographs as tokens of a visual grammar to communicate one 
photographer’s fragmentary impressions of some of nature’s simplest patterns; partly as a 
physicist (with a physicist’s eye and understanding of chaos, order, complexity, and 
entropy), and partly as an artist, with an appreciation of the subjective character of each of 
these four rhythms.”  
 
The tagline concluded with the hope “…that the book serves as a palimpsest of the 
author’sand reader’sprocess of self-discovery: as nature is quietly revealed, through 
four ‘movements’ of snapshots of its timeless rhythms, the reader will discover visual 
echoes of herself experiencing nature, as a sudden stillness.” 

                                                           
9 http://www.blackandwhitephotographymag.co.uk/ 
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s1-i1 

 

What do these images have in common? After all, the categories for which each serves as 
an example could not be more different. What does “chaos” have to do with “order?” What 
does “complexity” have to with any of the others, particularly “entropy” (which is a 
technical term used in physics to refer to natural decay). And where is simplicity?  
 
One answer is that these images are all consistentalbeit imperfectlywith the five words 
that best describe what “simple” means to me (see Word Cloud #2 above): (1) each image 
obviously displays a “unity of purpose,” in that it conveys the meaning associated with its 
label; (2) each is balanced (in a technical sense that we’ll be covering in a later session; for 
now, take “balanced” to mean that were one to attach weights to different parts of an 
image in proportion to the “degree of attention” each part entails to the viewer, the image 
would remain stable; i.e., it wouldn’t keel over to one side); (3) each image, I hope,  displays 
a modicum of elegance (i.e., a sense of grace, and/or style); (4) each, to a degree, instills a 
feeling of tranquility (though please feel free to quibble about this one, particularly for the 
first image); and (5) none of the images are trivial (meaning, loosely, that there is more to 
each of them than just some “thing” on display). 
 
Let’s dig a bit deeper on what we mean by “unity of purpose.” It is not just that each image 
has a single focus of attentionwhich, please note, may be a “thing,” as in the case of the 
tree and dilapidated book, “things,” in the case of the geometrically arranged pylons of a 
pier, or even a “process,” such as in the unfolding swirls and whorls of a diffusing ink-drop 
in waterbut that the elements of each image, as a whole (i.e., the overall composition, 
cropping, range and placement of tones and textures, etc.), are arranged in such a way as to 
intensify the viewer’s attention on that single focus.  
 
There is also nothing that distracts. For example, the pier image contains only pylons, sky, 
and water; there are no boats, or parts of boats drifting off to one side, no planes in the sky, 
and no debris in the water. And there is nothing in the tree image apart from the obvious 
“tree” and background; the image is designed for you to “see” the tree (we will have more 
to say about this particular image on the next page). 
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Finally, although each image harbors a clear innate object of focus (i.e., the viewer’s 
attention is focused on something contained within the image itself), there is also a hint of 
mystery associated with that object which compels the viewer to resolve. What lies beyond 
the pylons, just out of sight? Why are there no boats? Where, and why, was the book 
abandoned? And in the case of the ink swirl, were it not for my unsolicited “explanation” of 
what the image is “really” a picture of, the viewer might reasonably be expected to wonder, 
“What am I looking at?” This implied mystery only enhances the overall value of an image. It 
also presents a bit of a paradox, in the sense that the deepest questions about an image 
typically arise for the ostensibly “simplest” images. A quote attributed to the great Zen 
master of photography, Minor White, contains wonderful advice on one way to accomplish 
this: “One should not only photograph things for what they are, but for what else they are.”  
The degree to which our photographs engage the viewer (and achieve a lasting value) is 
commensurate with our ability to capture the “what else they are” parts of things we 
choose to point our eyes and cameras at. The first step towards this goal is learning to see.  
 
Seeing things to photograph“Tree” example 
 

“The camera is an instrument that teaches people how to see without a camera.” 
—Dorothea Lange 

 

 
s1-i2 

 

As a preview of future sessionswhich will introduce a quiet, meditative way of “seeing” 
and tool to help craft our found images to better express what we see and feelconsider 
once again the “Tree” picture we discussed earlier. How did this picture come about? In the 
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most obvious and natural way possible; in the same way that I have captured most of my 
best photographs (that have proven to have lasting value): by being in tune with my 
surroundings, by not being rushed, and by simply enjoying the moment. In this respect, I 
(and many other photographers) follow in the footsteps of one of the great 20th Century 
photographers, Wynn Bullock (1902 – 1975), who took most of his best-known photographs 
while on travel with his family or on walks near his home. In the case of my “Tree,” which I 
took some time ago (Nov 2004, to be exact), I noticed it while hiking through one of my 
family’s favorite local parks.10  More specifically, what I noticed was the scene that appears 
above (which I captured immediately prior to shooting the tree in the middle). 
 
Notice the apparent banality of this scene! What is so special about it? Nothing. Certainly 
very little that one cannot see in a dozen other places in myriad other parks. But that is not 
the point. There is a significant difference between what I “noticed”i.e., what caught my 
attention in my peripheral vision and caused my head to turn and eye to lookand what I 
saw, the latter of which existed only in my eye’s mind and photographer’s soul (before what 
my camera recording that day eventually evolved and transformed into the final image): 

 

 
s1-i3 

 

Apart from the fact that the final image is (I hope) pleasing to your eyemore pleasing than 
the banal “scene setter” image from which it derivesnotice how the “Tree” grabs hold of 
your attention, gently but firmly; how it compels you to just look at it, as it palpably, but not 
forcibly, draws your eye to its magnificent form. All extraneous elements, including color 
and even a few “holes” that appear in the foliage (this is “fine art” photography, not 
photojournalism!), have been removed. Where, in the “scene setter” image, a viewer might 
reasonably ask, “What am I supposed to look at?”, there is no such ambiguity about the 
focus of attention in the final image. My knowledge of how color information is used to 
create black-and-white images (elements of which we will explore in a later session) also 
directed my instincts to “see” an elegant white tree against a richly textured dark-to-black 
background. In the act of simplifying an otherwise busy (and ambiguous) image, a beautiful 

                                                           
10 We live in the northern VA area, and the park in question is called Mason Neck. 
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tree is revealed. One might say that, in homage to Minor White’s earlier admonition, 
simplification has revealed what else an otherwise ordinary scene was that day. 
Though this first example may seem almost too trivial to mention, it contains a vital lesson 
in how to do photography. Apart from the technical craft involved in converting a color 
photo into a black and white image, three key elements resulted in this image: (1) state of 
mind, (2) intimacy with environment, and (3) time.  
 
My wife and I have been going to this small park ever since we were married in 1996. As 
we’ve walked its trails, meditated on its diverse wildlife (the park is also a bird sanctuary), 
and spent many summer afternoons just basking in the sun, we have gained an intimate 
familiarity with its hidden gems and seasonal rhythms. For me, this familiarity leads to a 
quiet state of mind whenever I am in the park. I am never “in a rush” to see something 
before I need to leave. I have been to the park countless times, and anticipate 
photographing there many more years to come. And it is precisely because I was in a quiet 
state of mind that I “saw” elegance in banality.  
 
This is a deep lesson I was taught by my dad, who passed away in 2002, but was a lifelong 
artist. Whenever we would go on family trips to new places in the summer, my dad would 
always, without exception, spend the first few days sans all his art equipment. He’d leave 
his rucksack, full of brushes and paints, and canvas in the car (hotel even), and spend the 
daylight hours walking, observing, immersing himself in the environment. When my 10 year 
old self asked “Why are you wasting your time not painting?”, his answer made no sense to 
me back then, but is an important enough insight into the creative process that I wish to 
impart it to you now, 46 years later, as the first major lesson of a workshop devoted to 
“cultivating simplicity” (in any art form): “I am far from wasting my time, for without taking 
the time to become intimate with a place, I will not know it; and without knowing it, the 
things I need to paint will be invisible to me.” I have followed my dad’s lead ever since, and 
encourage all of you to try it for a while. Whenever you find yourself somewhere new, make 
a point of not taking photographs; instead, spend time simply “getting to know” a place. 
You may be surprised at how many more “things” to photograph reveal themselves to you 
in this way. 
 
Additional exercises 
 
Exercise 1 and 2 appeared earlier (see pages 8 and 12, respectively). We conclude this first 
session with a few more. Although you do not have to do any of these exercises, you will 
learn a lot more if you do.  Please also post questions you have as well as a few of your 
images in our private Facebook group.  Some of the practice exercises will also suggest 
things to post. 
 

• Exercise S1-3: Examples of photographers you admire 
 
Identify at least three photographers (living or not) whose work you most admire, and write 
a short paragraph (a sentence or two will do) explaining why. If you can find a link to some 
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specific images (in case the photographer is not well known), that would be very helpful. 
Here’s the harder part: select an image or two (by any photographer other than yourself) 
that you would best like to emulate (not necessarily the image, but general style), but – for 
whatever reason – have failed to do so. Try to articulate in words what you like (about the 
style you wish to emulate) and why you have not been able to “recreate” it. 
 

• Exercise S1-4:  Examples of your own work 
 
Look over your personal archive of images. Select a few examples from each of four 
categories: (1) those you consider to be your very best (i.e., images you would grab first in 
case of a fire); (2) those that others have told you are “your best” but with which you do not 
agree (and explain why); and (3) your most “complex” images (interpret to taste); and (4) 
your “simplest” images (again, interpret to taste). 
 
John Daido Loori (1931 - 2009) was a Zen Buddhist rōshi (i.e., a spiritual leader) who served 
as the abbot of Zen Mountain Monastery in New York's Catskill mountains. Trained 
originally as a chemist, he came to study photography after attending a workshop in 1971 
given by photographer Minor White (about whom we will have a lot more to say in later 
sessions). Also around that time he began studying Zen. Although I never met Loori, about a 
decade or so ago I stumbled across an extraordinary book of his called The Zen of 
Creativity,11 and have been admiring - and following - his work ever since. 
 

• Exercise S1-5: Toward infusing photography with a Zen-like simplicity 
 
Please watch (nothing more! – well that, and muse some on what you hear in) this 8 min 
long YouTube video of John Daido Loori speaking about the Zen of photography: 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VPR_5MvFIXU&feature=youtu.be 
 
We will pick up on some of the ideas presented here (oh, so eloquently) in later sessions. 
Please feel free to post whatever thoughts you may have on our Facebook page. 
 
 
 
I hope you’ve enjoyed this first session. Please have some fun with the exercises.  They are 
not meant as burdens, but as a way to jumpstart your own thinking about what simplicity 
roles in the creative process. I’m looking forward to hearing from you on our Facebook 
page.  More to come next week. 

                                                           
11 An extraordinary book I highly recommend to anyone who has signed up for this workshop: 
https://www.amazon.com/Zen-Creativity-Cultivating-Your-
Artistic/dp/0345466330/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1255548967&sr=8-1 
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Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography 
 

Session 2:  The “Eye” – seeking simplicity in the environment 
 

This session will expand on the idea of “seeing” in photography that we mused on briefly in 
Session 1, and help you find potential subjects to photograph. We will see how cultivating 
simplicity is synonymous with achieving an expanded awareness of place and time. We will 
explore how our state of mind determines what is visible to us and profoundly influences 
what we most strongly resonate with in our surroundings, and provide examples and 
exercises to heighten our powers of observation and perception.  
 
Inner and Outer Landscapes 
 

"The state of mind of the photographer while creating is blank… For those who would 
equate 'blank' with a kind of emptiness, I must explain that this is a special kind of blank. 
It is a very active state of mind really, a very receptive state of mind, ready at an instant 
to grasp an image, yet with no image pre-formed, pattern or preconceived idea of how 
anything ought to look is essential to this blank condition. Such a state of mind is not 
unlike a sheet of film itself – seemingly inert, yet so sensitive that a fraction of a second's 
exposure conceives life in it." − Minor White 

 
Although the subject of our second session is ostensibly the external world − How do I find 
things to photograph? How do I keep from getting bored when visiting the same places? What 
else is there to see beyond rocks, trees, and water?  − it is inextricably entwined with our 
inner landscapes. What (and where and when) we choose to point our camera at depends at 
least as much on who we are as thinking and feeling creatures − our interests, our 
predilections, our evolving philosophies on life − as it does on the purely physical elements 
we happen to be surrounded by at any given moment.  
 
Why do we choose to go click here as opposed to there? In the broadest sense, the reason 
why we are in a particular place at a given time may be due entirely to our own choices (e.g., 
we choose to go to Hawaii for a vacation) or a combination of our own predispositions and 
external constraints (the headquarters of the company we choose to work for has moved to 
a new city). On a deeper level, wherever we are, what we choose to point our camera at is 
obviously an expression of what attracts us. Someone who loves being around horses, for 
example, but detests lizards, is obviously likely to train her camera on the former and to 
deliberately avoid any contact at all with the latter. And no photographer − no artist of any 
kind − can create works of lasting value about subjects that she does not care deeply about. 
A photograph − as a physical artifact − necessarily depicts something; it is an image of 
something. But as a work of art, as an artifact of the creative process, a photograph also needs 
to be about something. And the meaning behind what that “something” is must be supplied 
by the mind and soul of the artist. The first step is to learn to observe; namely, to “see” 
familiar things as though for the first time. And to do this, you must first be in tune with 
yourself. 
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Seeing vs. Visualizing 
 
An essential part of “being in tune” with yourself is learning to appreciate the difference 
between “seeing” (something “out there”) and visualizing how a captured image of it will 
communicate why we chose to “look” at something in the first place. While seeing is a passive 
act that requires little more than being attentive to one’s environment (which is not to say 
that it is easy; it is a learned skill that takes time and patience to cultivate and nourish 
properly), visualization is a proactive creative process, whereby the photographer willfully 
and deliberately arranges, combines, and otherwise manipulates visual cues and information 
to convey a specific idea, feeling, or narrative. Seeing records (what catches our attention, as 
photographers, and compels us to train our camera at); visualizing instructs what we need to 
do with what we see and record. The latter is, by far, the more difficult of the two − indeed, 
it is at the very heart of photography − since it requires not just an intimate familiarity with 
the purely technical aspects of image making (determining exposure settings, calculating 
hyperfocal distances, or deciding when and how to convert a color image to black and white), 
but the ability to imagine, in your mind’s eye, what each of these technique entails visually 
and narratively, in whatever final form you wish to communicate our idea in (gallery print vs. 
computer screen vs. poster). While technical skills can be learned and mastered relatively 
quickly, visualization is a skill that requires a lifetime of study and will naturally evolve over 
time. Since visualization derives from and embodies your unique attributes as an artist (your 
experience, skills, and spiritual and aesthetic sensibilities), the more “in tune” you are with 
what most deeply interests you and what you wish your images to communicate to others, 
the more expressive and meaningful − and personally satisfying − your photography will 
become. 
 
Ansel Adams 
 
Perhaps the earliest (certainly the best known) examples of visualization is Ansel Adams’ 
Monolith, The Face of Half Dome (I provide a link because of possible copyright infringement): 
 

http://spirittea.co/tea-blog/monolith-face-of-half-dome 
 
Captured in 1927, and as Adams describes it in his autobiography,1 Half Dome in Yosemite 
National Park is a “wondrous place… a great shelf of granite, slightly overhanging, and nearly 
4000 feet above its base…the most exciting subject awaiting me… In early mid-afternoon, 
while the sun was creeping upon it, I set up and composed my image…I did not have much 
space to move about in: an abyss was on my left, rocks and brush on my right.” What Adams 
saw was “the majesty of the sculptural shape of the Dome in the solemn effect of half sunlight 
and half shadow.” But after he took his shot he realized that it would not convey what he 
visualized in his mind's eye. Having but one photographic plate left to expose, he realized that 
the only way to realize his image was to use a deep red filter (in order to render the blue sky 

                                                            
1 Ansel Adams, Ansel Adams: An Autobiography, Little, Brown and Company; Revised ed. Edition, 1985. 
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almost pitch black, thus creating the dramatic effect that matched what he felt about the 
scene):  
 

“I began to think about how the print was to appear, and if it would transmit any of 
the feeling of the monumental shape before me in terms of its expressive-emotional 
quality. I began to see in my mind’s eye the finished print I desired: the brooding cliff 
with a dark sky and the sharp rendition of distant, snowy Tenaya Peak. I realized that 
only a deep red filter would give me anything approaching the effect I felt 
emotionally. I had only one plate left. I attached my other filter, a Wratten #29(F), 
increased the exposure by the sixteen-times factor required, and released the 
shutter. I felt I had accomplished something, but did not realize its significance until I 
developed the plate that evening. 
 
I had achieved my first true visualization! 
 
I had been able to realize a desired image: not the way the subject appeared in reality 
but how it felt to me and how it must appear in the finished print.” 

 
This incident in 1927 eventually led Adams to develop his Zone System of exposure. 
 
Galen Rowell 
 
There is also this wonderful story I’d like to share with you about the late great photographer-
adventurer Galen Rowell (1940-2002). Rowell pioneered "participatory (wilderness) 
photography," in which the photographer becomes an active creative participant in fine-art 
image making. An accomplished outdoorsman and adventurer, his deep emotional 
connection to nature pervades virtually all of his photographs. Another signature 
characteristic is his vivid use of color during the "magic hour" (at sunrise and sunset); indeed, 
it is arguably true that Rowell was as much a "master of color" as Ansel Adams was a master 
of black & white. (It is fitting that Rowell received the Ansel Adams Award for his contributions 
to the art of wilderness photography in 1984.) The life of this extraordinary artist was cut 
tragically short in 2002 when the plane carrying Rowell and his wife (Barbara Rowell, herself 
an accomplished photographer) crashed as they were both returning home from a Workshop 
in the Sierra Mountains. 
 
The story I wish to recount is about one of Rowell’s best-known (and one of his personal 
favorite) images, Rainbow over the Potala Palace: 
 

https://people.creighton.edu/~ars81325/images/Photo%20JMC/Book%20Report/rowell1.jpg 
 
According to Rowell,2 this image was captured not long after a trekking group (consisting of 
about 15 people) that Rowell was a part of in Tibet was called to dinner. A rainbow suddenly 

                                                            
2 “The Power of Participatory Photography,” pages 41-43 in Inner Game of Outdoor Photography: 
https://www.amazon.com/Galen-Rowells-Inner-Outdoor-
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appeared in a field below them, though not (from the point of view of the trekkers at that 
particular moment, as they were all settling down to dinner) in the spot that it appears in 
Rowell's subsequent photograph. Rowell, relying on his years of experience with optical 
phenomena in diverse environments, imagined in his mind's eye the precise spot he must get 
to from which the rainbow would appear to emanate from the roofs of the Dalai Lama's 
Potala Palace. Dropping his dinner, and running into the fields as fast as he could to get to 
where he knew he had to position himself, he managed to capture this incredible photograph. 
None of the other trekker/photographers budged an inch; although many later "claimed" to 
have captured the same image. In fact, none of the other images even came close to having 
the same drama, with the rainbows in other "versions" (having been captured from obviously 
wrong angles) either badly missing the Palace or invisible altogether. Only in Rowell's 
photograph does the rainbow rise majestically out from the Palace. Only Rowell had the 
forethought, intuition and strength of will to get himself, his camera and his "eye" into the 
right place at the right time. 
 
Rowell, in his essay (see previous footnote), quotes Jacob Bronowski, who finds a similar 
pattern in the history of scientific creativity: "The mind is roving in a highly charged active 
way and is looking for connections, for unseen likenesses...It is the highly inquiring mind 
which at that moment seizes the chance...The world is full of people who are always claiming 
that they really made the discovery, only they missed it." 
 
This little story teaches us that a great natural scene is not always (perhaps even rarely!) 
enough, by itself, for a fine art photograph. It is not enough to be properly attentive, but then 
sit patiently, passively, awaiting the right confluence of light, tone, texture and form to 
present itself; one must imagine the exact inner/outer point where that magical confluence 
will arise, and then act swiftly, and decisively, to grab it! 
 
Visualization as an evolving skill  
 
Example #1 − Kauai, Hawaii 
 
In Session 1, I shared one of my favorite Zen sayings (attributed to Seigen Ishin, 9th Century 
Zen teacher): 
 

“Before I had studied Zen for thirty years, 
 I saw mountains as mountains, and waters as waters…;  

 

When I arrived at a more intimate knowledge, I came to the point where I saw 
that mountains are not mountains, and waters are not waters. 

 

But now that I have got its very substance I am at rest. 
For it's just that I see mountains once again as mountains, 

and waters once again as waters.” 
                                                            

Photography/dp/0393338088/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1499020179&sr=8-
1&keywords=Inner+Game+of+Outdoor+Photography 
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The story describes how one initially sees everything in its literal form. Through study and 
practice, one comes to realize that all things are manifestations of a deeper underlying reality; 
the interconnections between things become more important than the things themselves. 
Eventually, when one gains enlightenment (in our case, gaining a proficiency in “seeing” and 
“visualizing” will do), one appreciates things for what they really are; eternal sources of 
impermanence.  
 
The more deeply immersed you become in the creative process, the more frequently will you 
encounter local echoes of Ishin’s Zen story (indeed, recognizing that “mountains are not 
mountains” is a key signpost that you are on your way to becoming not just an “image taker,” 
but a photographer). In my case, I have seen this process carried out over multiple trips to 
the Kauai, the northern most main island in the Hawaiian chain. 
 
Kauai and I have a 35+ year history together. Though I have never called Kauai home (my wife 
and I live on the eastern coast of the U.S., but have Kauai on our list of possible places to 
retire to), I have visited the so-called Garden Isle multiple times (8 trips in all); the first when 
I was but a wet-behind-the-ears graduate student in the early 1980s, the last, a few years ago 
with my wife and two teenage sons.  
 
My experience − my visualization − of Kauai has evolved considerably over the years, as I’ve 
matured as a person and photographer, and as my encounters with the island have become 
increasingly focused and intimate. Looking back on a 35+ year (and still evolving) journey, I 
see that the path my visualization has taken perfectly mirrors the arc of Seigen Ishin’s story: 
 
When I first visited Kauai, over 35 years ago, I was in awe of its natural beauty, and too 
overwhelmed by its Wagnerian vistas to see past its post-card panoramas, and grand, 
sweeping landscapes and seascapes. Mountains and waters were most definitely nothing but 
mountains and waters! 
 

 
s2-i1 
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Subsequent trips opened my eyes to more intimate views of Hawaii's Garden Isle. Having 
“seen” and photographed Kauai’s better known places on my early trips − in most cases, 
multiple times − my eye soon turned to examining the details of places I had visited before. 
 

 
s2-i2 

 

I became ever more intimately acquainted with quieter, humbler, parts of Kauai, and found 
my earlier color images gradually transitioning to B&W (my "natural" way of seeing). 
 

 
s2-i3 
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As my trips accrued, my eyes slowly tuned to “seeing” more of Kauai’s well guarded secrets. 
 

 
s2-i4 

 

I felt an increasingly deeper connection to Kauai's softer, subtle rhythms. 
 

 
s2-i5 
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Eventually, as any meaningful distinctions among seeing, experiencing, and visualizing Kauai 
in a photograph dissolved, waters became waters once again. 
 

 
s2-i6 

 
Compare this last photograph (taken during my last visit to Kauai in 2014) to the first “vista” 
on the bottom of page 4 (captured many years ago). Notice the distinctly different character 
each displays. Apart from obvious differences (panorama vs. intimate seascape, color vs. 
B&W), there is a marked difference in the emotional quality of the two images. While the 
panorama is imbued with a certain serenity, it is of a postcard “point and shot” variety at 
best; it is sterile, and offers little more than the “view of a thing itself” can give − ”mountains,” 
in this case, are truly nothing more than “mountains.”  
 
Now look at the photograph above. It is also serene, but the nature of the serenity on display 
here is of an altogether different character. It is not just a picture of a serene scene − or of 
what a what a “thing” is − it also evokes a feeling of serenity, and transports the viewer’s 
attention away from the scene itself.  
 

“Seeing is not enough; you have to feel what you photograph.” — Andre Kertesz 
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Where, in the earlier photograph, the viewer is presented with − and attention squarely 
focused on − a specific view of Kauai’s north coast, the rock, water, and hints of clouds in the 
above photograph above are all secondary to the emotion the image as a whole evokes in 
the viewer’s mind’s eye. The palpable sense of quiet in this image is what I feel most often 
when I travel to Kauai. It is also something that took me nearly 30 years to visualize during 
my visits there, as I was busy paying heed to Ishin’s Zen lesson on seeing “waters once again 
as waters.” 
 
Example #2 − “Chance Favors the Prepared Mind” 
 
"Chance favors the prepared mind," Ansel Adams was fond of saying (though the original 
quote comes from Louis Pasteur). I was reminded of the wisdom of this aphorism during a 
trip my family and I took to Coral Gables, Florida. Armed, as usual, with my camera-bag's 
worth of equipment, I had a carefully preconceived plan in place to visit some of my favorite 
"photo-safari" haunts. I know the area well from my many visits, and places such as Fairchild 
Gardens and Vizcaya were firmly at the top of my list. While they didn't disappoint (they never 
do), and each offers delightful compositional opportunities, through no fault of theirs - since 
I was the one who deliberately chose them for my photo-safari - my muse was unfortunately 
struggling to stay awake. 
 
There is a feeling, roughly analogous to the common dream of running through molasses, 
that overcomes all photographers at some point when they've prepared too much. 
Everything is "right", all the equipment works, the lenses are clean, the camera bag has 
exactly what you need, the light is right, the location is right, beautiful vistas are all around 
you, and ... nothing happens. There is no magic. No spark. You lift your (strangely, much 
heavier-than-normal) camera to your eye, and - maybe - at some point click its shutter more 
to alleviate the growing boredom than because of anything that strikes your aesthetic eye as 
"interesting." And yet, everything, objectively speaking, is perfect. How can that possibly be?, 
you wonder; Everything is just right. It is something that afflicts all photographers and artists 
at some point. 
 
Now, skip ahead to the last day of my family's trip. The rain starts to fall in the morning, and 
is unrelenting; and with it, so I think, wash away my last hopes of savoring an "Aha!" moment 
at Fairchild or Vizcaya. Finally, the sky clears, it is late in the day, and my kids want to go feed 
the pelicans at a nearby park (Matheson Hammock Park Beach). Sulking from my trip-long 
funk, I want to leave my camera behind (something I almost never do). My wife (as she always 
does) reminds me that I almost never do that, and gently urges me to bring it along, which I 
do, reluctantly (and expect nothing more than to get some quick grabs of the kids feeding 
their pelicans, if even that). Which is, indeed, exactly what happens. No muse, no sparks, just 
that same monotonous, lifeless "clicks" as before...and then the magic happens!... just as the 
kids finish feeding their pelicans and everyone starts walking back toward our car. 
 
While putting away my camera, my trip-long, nearly comatose "photographer's 
eye/intuition" finally awakens, and forces me to glance over my shoulder...and I am 
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absolutely transfixed by the magnificent cacophony of lines, shadows and light playing on the 
rapidly darkening, and by now deserted, marina. Literally breathlessly, I reset my tripod, rifle 
through my bag for a 3-stop ND filter (to get at least a 15 sec exposure to blur the small 
waves), compose more on instinct than design, and take one shot. At which time my wife and 
kids are already getting antsy, and remind me that dinner is waiting and that they're all 
hungry. And the magic goes Poof! 
 

 
s2-i7 

 
But what a moment. That one shot that day proved to be by far my best shot of the whole 
trip. It is also the one shot I didn't plan on taking at all; although I was prepared! I shall always 
remember this little lesson in humility, though I admit that such experiences still take me by 
surprise when they happen. Although I almost always plan on going to certain places (that's 
my particular style), and always have at least some idea of what I'm “after” when I get there 
(in concept, if not detail), I also always try to be prepared for when chance decides to pay me 
a quick visit. Indeed, as photographers, we live for these moments! 
Example #3 − On the Art of Discovering Photos on a Drab Day 
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"I find that if I sit down a minute and relax, a solution always presents itself…." 
− Professor Henry Jones (from Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade) 

 

So there I was, sometime in March of 2009, sitting in my car, in the rain, after traveling an 
hour or so from my home in northern Virginia to a park (I've never been to before) not far 
from Leesburg (Red Rock Wilderness Park). My wife found the park for me on the web, and 
read that it has some nice views of the Potomac. I had a few hours to myself − my wife knows 
well my "Oooh, nice diffused light out there today!" look − and so decided to do a photo-
reconnaissance run. And it started out great: no rain, nice cloud cover, nippy but not cold. 
 

But soon I found my fortunes waning. I got lost − twice − started hearing funny sounds from 
the engine and had the "check engine" light come on (which turned out to be a minor but 
expensive service for which I also had to lose a few hours from my "day job" in the coming 
days), and it started raining, hard. There was really nothing to do once I got there but wait; 
though, because of the time I lost getting lost, I did not have all that much time to waste. Oh, 
and my iPhone started running out of power, so YouTube was was going fast as well. 
 

Dire situation, all right! Of course, I expected my Russian blood to kick into high gear and 
make for an afternoon's worth of angst and brooding;-) What a mess! But wait...I did manage 
to snap one simple photo with my iPhone to send my wife to show her my predicament. The 
picture showed nothing but the parking lot and a part of the stable ruins that are still standing 
in the park. Predictably, just as I sent the email with the photo, my iPhone died. So, I kept 
staring out my window, feeling sorry for myself, cursing the weather, cursing the battery in 
my iPhone, daydreaming a bit, but also becoming increasingly mesmerized by a particular 
section of wall, outlined in yellow below: 
 

 
s2-i8 

*** Please bear with me, as the story now takes a strange turn…after which we’ll return to 
“reality” and derive a few lessons on how to “see” and “visualize” our environment *** 
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Here is what went through my mind as I was sitting and staring at the gloomy and 
“uninteresting” little scene outside my car’s window … 
 
…It was not − as it is in reality − an exposed section of an old wall of a Civil-war-era stable, 
but rather a fortified section of a phantasmagoric prison cell (a metaphoric echo of my inner 
Russian angst?). I imagined all kinds of Borgesian tales3 behind the incarceration of 
"prisoners" held here throughout the decades (... centuries, millenia, ... just when was it 
built?). Alchemists imprisoned by Illuminati minions devoted to keeping a lid on secrets best 
not revealed? Uber-geniuses − long since forgotten in the mists of time − who stumbled upon 
eternal and shocking truths, and were unceremoniously dumped into locked cells to live out 
the rest of their lives in abandoned sarcophagi? Perhaps these ruins were even once called 
home by the "Old One", who quietly inserted himself into our realm to taste life of the flesh; 
yearning − like many of Kazantzakis' heroes − to just revel in the struggle between earth and 
spirit. What became of the "Old One" I wonder; and is he − still? − struggling, even after the 
walls of his prison have crashed down around him so long ago? Or was something even more 
mysterious once living within these walls − something for which to this day there are still no 
words, no languages, that adequately describe "it" except in the vaguest, most imprecise 
terms − something that the prison was never meant to contain at all, but was rather built to 
prevent everything on the outside of its walls from ever getting in? What happened when the 
walls came down? Have the strange symbols been deliberately etched onto the textured walls 
by the creature (or creatures) that escaped? Are they ciphers of clues to what awaits us all? 
Clues to how we might find a way out of an invisible prison that still surrounds us? That 
contains our cosmos? That is our cosmos? 
 
Such were my (admittedly, slightly bizarre) musings as I watched the stable wall ruin out my 
window, wondering if the rain was ever going to stop and whether my car was well enough 
to get me back home when it did. Finally, there was a small break in the clouds, and the rain 
slowed to a drizzle. I got out my camera, steadied it on the trunk of my car, and took a single 
shot. I knew how the final image would look even before I pressed the shutter. It would hint 
− but only hint − of the surreal Borgesian world (just on the cusp between the real and unreal) 
my mind's eye was lucky enough to briefly glimpse on this otherwise drab "uninteresting" day 
in the park. It is a photo of what was in the Red Rock Wilderness Park that day. it is also a 
photo of what else was in the park that day. Discovering photos such as this is why I love fine-
art photography. 
 

                                                            
3 Jorge Luis Borges (1899 - 1986) − one of my all-time favorite writers − was an Argentine short-story writer, 
writer, essayist, and poet, known for his metaphysical musings. His stories deal with such subjects as 
labyrinths, mirrors, multiple realities, dreams, etc. Ref: Jorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths, New Directions, 2007. 
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The point of this story is not to somehow connect Borges to photography. It is meant only to 
illustrate how who we are − our memories, our interests, our stream-of-consciousness 
thoughts − all contribute to how we perceive our surroundings. And, in this case, for me, my 
lifelong predilection for musing about other-wordly metaphysical realities (ala Borges) 
inspired me to capture one of my favorite photographs. 

s2-i1 

s2-i9 
 

Lessons from Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Gregory Bateson 
 

"The hardest thing to see is what is in front of our eyes." − Goethe 
 

Goethe, as you all likely know (and have probably read at some point in school or for 
pleasure), was a prodigiously talented German writer (1749 − 1832) and latter-day 
renaissance figure: he was a poet, playwright, novelist, statesman, scientist, and artist. 
Among his better-known works of fiction are The Sorrows of Young Werther, The Sorcerer's 
Apprentice, Roman Elegies, and Faust. The part of his life I wish to focus on for at least a few 
paragraphs is his science, which is vastly underappreciated; particularly on the deep lessons 
we can draw from it that pertain to “seeing” both as scientists and photographers. I hardly 
have the room here to do this important topic justice, and will provide references for those 
of you who wish to pursue these ideas later for yourselves. If I momentarily put my 
“complexicologist” hat back on (recall, from Session 1, that my “day job” consists of studying 
the physics of complex systems), I can say that Goethe’s views on science (and how nature 
ought to be perceived) were about 200 years ahead of his time!  
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In a word, Goethian science is innately holistic. Goethe strived to understand nature not as 
an assemblage of parts, but as organic evolving wholes. Henri Bortoft − in his masterful work 
on Goethe’s way of thinking4 − describes this holistic approach to “knowing” as “dwelling in 
the phenomenon” instead of “replacing it with a mathematical representation.” It is 
reminiscent of a story that the late great physicist Richard Feynman (1918 - 1988) once told 
about a lesson his dad taught him as a child about the difference between the name of 
something that is alive and the living thing itself. His father, who was a methodical observer 
of nature, delighted in sharing with his son his voluminous mental notes on the rich lives of 
all the birds that lived in their neighborhood; when they came out in the morning, what songs 
they sang, what food they ate, and so on. All of this Feynman’s father learned on his own, not 
by reading books, but by carefully watching and listening to the birds for years and years. 
Young Richard's lifelong lesson came one day when his peers laughed at him for not knowing 
any of the birds' names, something he never learned from his father (who himself did not 
know). His father gently explained to Richard that he actually knew far more about the birds 
than any of his friends: “All your friends know is a jumble of sounds that help them point to 
a particular bird. Only you know who those birds really are!” 
 
This holistic approach to “knowing” is quintessentially Goethian. It derives from the simple 
observation that living beings are growing, evolving processes that are as much “things in 
themselves” as interconnected components of lesser and greater processes. To identify any 
one state of such a being with the being itself − i.e., by using a “name” to designate “what 
the system is” at some arbitrary time during the course of its evolution (such as by taking a 
picture of a tree in your yard one day and calling it “the tree in my yard” − is to miss 
completely what the being really is; namely, an organic instantiation of a continually 
unfolding dynamic process of evolution, metamorphosis, and transformation. 
 
In his The Metamorphosis of Plants,5 published in 1790, Goethe describes “the truth about 
the how of an organism.” Goethe had long been intrigued by the diversity of floral forms. 
Inspired by observations made during a trip to Italy (1786-1788)… 
 

“While walking in the Public Gardens of Palermo, it came to me in a flash that in the 
organ of the plant which we are accustomed to call the leaf lies the true Proteus who 
can hide or reveal himself in vegetal forms. From first to last, the plant is nothing but 
leaf, which is so inseparable from the future germ that one cannot think of one 
without the other.” 

 
…Goethe took it upon himself to discover a unity of form in diverse structures. Through 
careful, intensely attentive and mindful observation, he came to see plants not as “things,” 
but as dynamic, continually self-transforming organisms. A “plant” is not any one of the 
momentary glimpses we may happen to catch of it; it refers tom the entire life’s history of its 
evolution from a seed to bud to mature body to eventual decay. 

                                                            
4 Henri Bortoft, The Wholeness of Nature: Goethe's Way Toward a Science of Conscious Participation in Nature, 
Lindisfarne Books, 1996. 
5 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, The Metamorphosis of Plants, MIT Press, 2009. 
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Friedemann Schwarzkopf (in his The Metamorphosis of the Given: Toward an Ecology of 
Consciousness), suggests that “...if one could imagine a person walking through the snow, and 
leaving the imprints of his feet, but with every step changing the shape of his feet, and if one 
would behold not the trace in the snow, perceptible to the sense-organs of the physiological 
eyes, but the living being that is undergoing change while it is walking, one would see with 
the inner eye the organ of the plant that is producing leaves.” 
 
And what of the lesson for the photographer? If only we could see the world as Schwarzkopf 
and Goethe suggest we see a plant! The inner creative process that drives what we do − why 
and what we choose to look at, what moves us, what grabs our attention and demands to be 
expressed − is just as much a living force as what we train our lenses on in the world at large. 
I would argue that in order to become better − more impassioned, more sincere, more artfully 
truthful − photographers, requires a more Goethian approach. It requires us to learn how to 
dwell in our subjects. Don't focus on objects or things. In paying attention instead to process, 
we open ourselves up to discovering the “what else things are” parts of the world to 
photograph.  
 

• Exercise S2-1: Goethian seeing 
 
Read two wonderful essays on Goethian perception. One is by Craig Holdredge, co-founder 
and director of The Nature Institute6 (pages 16-19 deal specifically with Goethe’s ideas about 
plant perception):  
 

http://natureinstitute.org/pub/ic/ic31/goethe.pdf 
 

                                                            
6 http://natureinstitute.org/about/staff/choldrege.htm 
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The other is by Henri Bortoft, who has arguably done more than anyone else to promulgate 
Goethe’s holistic way of “seeing” (see footnote 4 at bottom of page 14): 

 
https://waltermckone.wordpress.com/osteopathy/goethes-organic-vision/ 

 
Then look at a short YouTube video on the nature of perception. It is a short excerpt of an 
interview with Craig Holdredge and Arthur Zajonc, physicist and one-time president of the 
Mind and Life Institute:7 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gckaX49uDrA 
 

Gregory Bateson 
 

“The division of the perceived universe into parts and wholes is convenient and may 
be necessary, but no necessity determines how it shall be done.” – Gregory Bateson 

 
Gregory Bateson (1904 - 1980) was one of the last century’s most original thinkers. Trained 
as an anthropologist, Bateson made deep and lasting contributions to biology, cybernetics, 
and systems theory. He was also a gifted teacher. His published works are infused with a deep 
Goethian-like wisdom about how we must alter our perceptions in order to be able to “see” 
the parts of nature in a more holistic fashion. 
 
One of Bateson’s central ideas is that of the “Pattern that Connects,” or metapattern, which 
means, literally, a pattern of patterns. This idea was first introduced in Bateson’s masterwork 
− Mind and Nature8 − in a story about how he sometimes pulled out a freshly cooked crab 
out of a bag and asked his students (who were typically nonscientists) to argue that the object 
represents the remains of a living being. The object of the Socratic exercise was to force his 
students to ponder the question, “What is the difference between the living and nonliving?” 
To answer this question, the students had to learn such concepts as relationship, symmetry 
and topology as they apply both within an organism (or object) and outside an organism (on 
higher levels). The deeper lesson was taking their first step toward appreciating the need for 
“discarding of magnitudes in favor of shapes, patterns, and relations.” 
 
What does this have to do with photography and seeing? Well, one can begin by drawing a 
lesson from Bateson’s concept of metapatterns. A uniquely personal aesthetic grammar may 
be developed by following these three steps: (1) recognize that all conventional distinctions 
between objects are essentially arbitrary (i.e. learn to see the world as shape, pattern and 
relation rather than purely form), (2) draw your conscious attention to the visible boundaries 
between conventional forms that make up a photographic scene, and then (3) use your 
unconscious intuition to guide the camera, as a compositional tool, to recompose the scene 

                                                            
7 https://www.mindandlife.org/ 
8 Gregory Bateson, Mind and Nature: A Necessary Unity, Hampton Press, 2002. 
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as if it were made up of visual elements of your own choosing. In short, decompose the world 
into its basic building blocks, then build it back up the way you really see it. 
 

• Exercise S2-2: Batesian seeing  
 
Look at a short YouTube video on Gregory Bateson delivering a lecture on perception: 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BaHQBA8Z2Yc 
 

• Exercise S2-3: The art of attentive observing 
 
Find a quiet spot in your office, study, kitchen, or park bench; wherever you can be alone for 
30 minutes or so. Either bring with you some small object to study (say, a plant or leaf, to best 
follow in Goethe’s footsteps, though any object will do), or choose to focus attention on an 
object in your immediate environment (say, a coffee maker or stove if in your kitchen, or a 
tree that might be outside the window of your study). Whatever the object, spend 20 to 30 
minutes observing it. I’ll use a leaf as an example, but the process will be the same regardless 
of what you choose. Look at the leaf, examine it with your eyes and fingers. What details can 
you see? What is the texture like? Is it rough, smooth, or bumpy? Are there tiny hairs? What 
is its overall color? What gradations of color do you see? Are there certain parts of the leaf 
that are more, or less, “interesting” than others? If the leaf has veins, look at them 
individually. How is one different from the others? Is the leaf pristine, or decayed? If it is an 
old leaf, does it have holes and other bruises? Draw the leaf in front of you. How does your 
drawing compare to what you see? In what ways; try to articulate as best you can. Has your 
drawing reproduced the contours of the leaf to your liking, or is your rendering off; in what 
way? I could go on, but the basic idea should be clear. Spend some time getting to know your 
“object of interest” without a camera. In the process, you will learn (a great deal, I suspect, if 
this is something you have never done before) about how you see things. Bank this 
experience as you go out into the world with camera in hand. 
 
Learning to Saunter 
 
Cultivating a receptivity to the natural rhythms of life around us is something that Henry David 
Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson called sauntering. The idea is to simply walk in a state of 
relaxed attentiveness; with no particular purpose in mind other than just being open to 
whatever catches our attention. Though it sounds easy, it becomes so only after much 
practice. As anyone who has tried sitting still with one’s eyes closed to meditate for the first 
time can attest, our minds are filled a constant inner chatter. It takes a dedicated effort to rid 
ourselves of this internal noise; a capacity that, once achieved, also needs constant nurturing 
and exercise to maintain. It is just as difficult, at first, to simply walk around with a quiet mind; 
to allow ourselves to notice whatever comes our way, without judging or thinking; to just let 
our eyes settle on what catches our attention.  
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• Exercise S2-4: Learning to saunter 
 

Part 1 − Read this wonderful summary of Thoreau’s essay on walking:9 
 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/17/thoreau-walking/ 
 

If you are so inclined, you can then read Thoreau’s essay itself (it is relatively short), and 
published online by The Atlantic: 
 

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1862/06/walking/304674/ 
 

Part 2 −Set aside some time in a nearby park, the neighborhood around your home, or 
backyard; anyplace you can be sure you’ll be alone for an hour or so, and not likely to be 
interrupted. Go for a walk without your camera! Take note of what you would have liked to 
take photographs of, if only the camera were with you. What catches your attention? Look at 
the details of light and shadow; the textures, the forms. Walk over to whatever object has 
caught your gaze. Examine it from multiple perspectives; hunch down, move your head back 
and forth, look at it from a higher view (stand on a rock or tree stump, if you can), see it in a 
different light (e.g., wait for a cloud to pass if it was shrouded in sunlight). When you lose 
interest, move on. See what else catches your attention. Do not willfully direct your attention 
anywhere (this is the tricky part); just let the moment take you where it may. Be attentive but 
intellectually disengaged (do not reflect on what you are doing, just do it); let your eye roam 
freely to what your unconscious mind finds interesting. Later, when the exercise is over, and 
as you prepare for bed, try to recall details of what you saw and felt during your saunter. You 
will use this experience in an exercise for a later session to actively engage your 
photographer’s eye, the next time with camera in hand! 
 

• Exercise S2-5: Searching for states-of-mind and feelings instead of things 
 
Spend some “photo safari” time (sauntering with your camera) while training your eye not 
on things (rocks, trees, and water) but on thoughts and feelings; the closer aligned those 
thoughts and feelings are with what you associate with the idea of “simplicity” the better 
(recall the word-cloud you put together as part of session 1): e.g., quiet, stillness, balance, 
elegance, tranquility. Since there are no “things” that are literally any of these states of mind, 
the exercise is really to teach yourself how to capture images that convey these states-of-
mind and feelings. Of course, there is no one way, or “correct” way of achieving this; discover 
your way of doing this. Consider other emotions: joy, sadness, remorse, anticipation, love (you 
may want to review the John Loori video that appears at the end of session 1).  
 
Again, please have some fun with the exercises. The goal of this second session is to get you to “see” 
the world in a slightly different way from how you may have viewed it before; simultaneously, and 
slightly paradoxically, both with an eye for detail, wherein objects become more than what just a 
cursory view alone suggests, and holistically, in which their very presence is discerned only via a 
mindfully attentive observing. The main lesson is to learn to cultivate a quiet inner “Goethian state of 
mind” so that we can become more naturally receptive to the things we most like to photograph. I 
look forward to hearing about your experiences on our Facebook workshop page. 

                                                            
9 The essay is by Maria Popova, who is author and editor of one of my favorite blogs on art, science, and life. I 
encourage all of you to peruse this wonderful site. You will be rewarded with great reads and ideas to pursue in 
your mind and with your camera. Link: https://www.brainpickings.org/. 
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Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography 
 

Session 3:  The “I” – seeking simplicity within oneself 
 

Our last session dealt with ways of mindfully “seeing” − visualizing − the world (ostensibly to 
find subject matter for our cameras), though stressed at the outset that what is on the 
outside, what we train our eyes and soul on, is inextricably entwined with our inner 
landscapes. Session 3 expands on this theme; the idea that all of our outwardly directed 
efforts to find simplicity and beauty “out there” in the world will come to naught if we cannot 
find the calm center in our own deepest selves, and from which all creative works naturally 
spring forth. Indeed, there are many artists who believe that their best works come about as 
a kind of dynamic interplay between self and environment; via a co-creation, or a communion, 
with nature. Practical methods to help achieve a mindful receptivity to this kind of inner state 
will be introduced.   
 
Photography lives at the cusp of inner and outer landscapes 
 

“Once upon a time, I, Chuang Tzu, dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, 
a veritable butterfly, enjoying itself to the full of its bent, and not knowing it was Chuang 
Tzu. Suddenly I awoke, and came to myself, the veritable Chuang Tzu. Now I do not know 
whether it was then I dreamt I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly dreaming 
I am a man. Between me and the butterfly there must be a difference. This is an instance 
of transformation.” − Chuang Tzu (369 -298 B.C.E.) 

 
What better place to begin exploring inner and outer realities than Chuang Tzu (also referred 
to as Zhuangzi or Zhuang Zhou), one of my favorite Taoist sages and embodiments of ancient 
wisdom. Chuang Tzu’s teachings are among the definitive texts on Taoism, and have exerted 
an enormous influence on the development of Chinese Buddhism, art, and poetry.1 The quote 
above is among his best known stories, in which Chuang Tzu identifies at one point with 
Chuang Tzu, and at another with a butterfly. What is real, the dream or the dreamer; who is 
the dreamer? A story by Jorge Luis Borges (“The Circular Ruins”),2 evokes a similar state of 
confusion over who, or what, is real. Chuang Tzu’s and Borges’ stories are both, 
fundamentally, meditations on art, the creative process, and causa sui (i.e., the idea that an 
object is the cause of itself). Noteworthy in Chuang Tzu’s story, is the fact that the main 
character does not say, “I do not know if I am Chuang Tzu or a butterfly,” but rather that he 
does not know whether he dreamt he was a butterfly, or that a butterfly was “dreaming I was 
a man.”  

                                                            
1 His fame comes primarily from the book that also bears his name, The Chuang Tzu. Composed of 33 chapters 
(some believe the original had 50 or more), it is believed that Chuang Tzu himself authored the first seven 
chapters. The remaining chapter are most likely the product of his followers. Indeed, the anecdotes that are 
sprinkled throughout the later chapters provide a wonderful (and wonderfully comic) description of Chuang-
Tzu's character. A wonderful selection of Chuang Tzu's stories and parables is: The Way of Chaung Tzu, by 
Thomas Merton (New Directions, 2010). 
2 https://www.sccs.swarthmore.edu/users/00/pwillen1/lit/cruins.htm. 
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This distinction is all important, since in the first case the interpretation would be that there 
is a central reality that may be temporarily confused as to its nature (man or butterfly); 
whereas, in the second case (as intended), the man, Chuang Tzu, and butterfly, are clearly 
not separate beings, but merely refer to alternative perspectives on reality. Along with all 
other things in the universe, they are but a part of the eternal flow, the transformation of 
things. Recall also our discussion of the holistic Goethian and Batesian “seeing” in Session 2. 
 

 
S3-i1 

 
Wandering Monks 
 
There is also this wonderful story of wandering monks (bear with me as the connection with 
photography will be made clear soon enough).3 The story begins by describing a Buddhist 
tradition in which a traveling monk can remain in a Zen temple provided he makes and wins 
an argument about Buddhism with anyone who lives there. The reader is then told of a 
temple in the northern part of Japan were there are two brother monks: one, the elder; the 
other, stupid and possessing but one eye.  
 
A traveling monk finds his way to this temple and rightfully challenges the monks to a debate. 
The elder brother, too tired from a long day of studying to engage in the challenge, asks his 
younger brother to "go and request the dialogue in silence" in his stead. The young one-eyed 
monk and the wandering stranger go to the shrine and sit down. 

                                                            
3 The story comes from the classic book of Zen stories, Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, by Paul Reps. 
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A short time later, the traveling monk goes to the elder brother to inform him that his brother 
has defeated him. Before leaving, the elder asks the monk to relate what had happened. The 
monk recounts the challenge: “At first, I held up one finger, denoting Buddha, the enlightened 
one. So, your brother held up two fingers, signifying Buddha and his teachings. I held up three 
fingers, representing Buddha, his teachings, and his followers, living a harmonious life. Your 
brother then shook a clenched fist at me, showing me that all three come from the same - 
single - realization. To this insight I had no answer. I thus lost the challenge.” 
 
As the traveling monk made his way back down the road away from the temple, the elder 
monk's brother appeared, breathless, before his brother. “Where is that monk?” he started, 
“I'm going to beat him up!” Asked to explain his anger, the younger brother recounts what 
happened: “Why, the minute he saw me he insulted me by holding up one finger to laugh at 
my one eye. Since he was a stranger, and in need of a place to stay, I decided to be kind and 
held up two fingers, congratulating him on having two eyes. Infuriatingly, he then held up 
three fingers, stubbornly reminding me that, between the two of us, we still had only three 
eyes. I couldn't contain my anger any longer, and showed him my fist!” 
 
One reality, or two? Or three? How many other possible interpretations might there be? 
What I love about this simple story is how artfully it blends meaning, distortion, subjectivity, 
context, tradition, interpretation, and − with a subtle nod to an unspoken arbiter / truth-seer 
(not the elder brother, but an implied “outside observer” who is reflecting upon even the 
reader's interpretation of this story) − the recursive, self-referential nature of “true” 
objectivity; and, ultimately, the nature of "reality" itself. As space-time (so far as we know) is 
finite yet unbounded, so too this story suggests, reality is finite but unlimited in its 
interpretations. 
 

 
S3-i2 
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This story also suggests that, despite there obviously being a reality − there are two monks 
engaged in a Buddhist challenge! − no one in the story experiences it fully. Certainly not the 
two monks, with their dramatically different recollections of what happened; and not even 
the elder brother, who ostensibly hears “both sides” of the “reality,” but is not himself 
present when it occurs, and who does not reveal any of his own predilections and subjective 
interpretations of what he hears from two different people (one of whom is very close to him, 
the other a complete stranger). Just what does he make of these two stories? We might just 
as well wonder about a “more complete” reality, that encompasses not just the two arguing 
monks but the two monks + elder. Is it even possible to imagine what form such an 
interpretation might take?  
 

What does all of this have to do with photography? Everything (or nothing, depending on 
what part of the story one is paying attention to. The experience of the wandering monk 
reminds us that just as all of us (“privileged observers”) sit at the center of a unique − and 
therefore uniquely limited − reality, the “true nature” of reality remains hidden, unknown in 
whole, and eludes even the mindful gaze of the wisest of wise “outside observers” (for there 
is no such being). Our understanding of reality is fluid, imprecise, and forever incomplete; 
and owes more − much, much more − to subjective context-dependent interpretation than 
most of us feel comfortable in accepting. A photograph may reveal two monks arguing, and 
show that one monk holds up one finger or two at the other, and/or that one monk is 
clenching a fist. But that is all a photograph can ever show. And, once it is created − and the 
“reality” to which it points has ceased to be − the “truth” of a photograph is forever limited 
to a sort of vestigial (and ever-changing) collective memory of possible interpretations that 
live on in the minds of those who “look at the photograph” and the photographer who 
experienced it while it was being taken. 
 

And the lesson for the photographer? It is simply this: forget about trying to capture “truth” 
with your camera. Focus instead on communicating to the rest of the world what you 
experienced as truth (while immersed in the “reality” your camera recorded but an 
infinitesimally small slice of). 
 

“When the photograph is a mirror of the man, and the man is a mirror of the world, then 
Spirit might take over.” − Minor White 

 

Both of the above stories share an important creative element, albeit an implicit one. There 
is an ineffable consciousness − an “I” − rooted at the center of each. In Chuang Tzu’s parable, 
the “I” is unnamed, but clearly lies at the heart of the matter. Neither the butterfly nor 
Chuang Tzu is the “I,” but each lends a perspective on its always transient form. As for the 
wandering monks, there is the unspoken truth of a “storyteller” (who is not an explicit part 
of the story); an implicit “I” that dispassionately views the events as they unfold, and from 
whose narrative we learn about the ambiguity and elusiveness of interpretation. It is this 
same “I” that lies behind the “click” of your camera’s shutter. It is the mysterious force that 
whispers that this is the instant you need to take your shot, and reveals itself only when 
distinctions between otherwise arbitrary perspectives vanish. The “I” is most clearly heard 
when the photographer is one with what is being photographed. Duality ceases. 
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S3-i3 

 
Nonduality 
 
Taoist sages and mystics throughout the ages have been telling us that there on the deepest 
level of reality there is fundamentally no distinction between inside and outside, self and 
other, or I and universe; that duality is illusory. The 13th Century friar, deacon and preacher, 
Saint Francis of Assisi, tells us that “That which you are seeking is doing the seeking.” The 
Christian mystic and philosopher, Meister Eckhart, wrote that “The eye through which I see 
God is the same eye through which God sees me.” And the great Sufi mystic Rumi reminds us 
that we mistake the parts for all of creation: 
 

“God made the illusion look real 
and the real an illusion. 
He concealed the sea 

and made the foam visible, 
the wind invisible, 

and the dust manifest. 
you see the dust whirling, 

but how can the dust rise by itself? 
you see the foam, but not the ocean.” 

 
Even modern science at times sounds eerily mystical, what with quantum mechanics telling 
us that we cannot decompose the world into independently existing parts; that the universe 
is a stupendously complex web of dynamic interrelationships between parts of the whole; 
and whose perception by the observer is an integral component of its reality.  
 

“Science shows us that the visible world is neither matter nor spirit; the visible world is 
the invisible organization of energy.” − Heinz Pagels, Physicist (1939-1988) 

 



6 
 

“The general tacit assumption in thought is that it’s just telling you the way things are 
and that it’s not doing anything – that 'you' are inside there, deciding what to do with 
the info. But you don't decide what to do with the info. Thought runs you... [and] gives 
false info that you are the one who controls thought. Whereas actually thought is the 
one which controls each one of us. Thought is creating divisions out of itself and then 
saying that they are there naturally.” − David Bohm, Physicist 1917 - 1992) 

 
“A human being is part of the whole called by us a universe, a part limited in time and 
space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and his feelings, as something separate 
from the rest, a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of 
prison for us; it restricts us to our personal decisions and our affections to a few persons 
nearest to us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle 
of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature of its beauty.” − 
Albert Einstein (1879 - 1955) 

 
Nonduality literally means “not two,” or “no separation,” as in the idea that all things are 
interconnected and whose reality and meaning is infused with and interpenetrates the reality 
of all other things. Hungarian author and philosopher Arthur Koestler (1905 - 1983) perhaps 
put it best in his book Janus, where he describes the universe as consisting of a 
multidimensional hierarchy of holons, by which he meant entities that are simultaneously 
wholes and parts (of wholes), and which have simultaneous assertive and integrative 
tendencies (at all levels of the hierarchy).  
 

“There is no ideal in observation. When you have an ideal, you cease to observe, you 
are then merely approximating the present to the idea, and therefore there is duality, 
conflict, and all the rest of it. The mind has to be in the state when it can see, observe. 
The experience of the observation is really an astonishing state. In that there is no 
duality. The mind is simply - aware.” − Jiddu Krishnamurti (1895 - 1986) 

 
I offer this concept of nonduality here not as an introduction to some esoteric new-age 
philosophy, but merely as a stepping-stone toward fostering a more mindful, meditative, 
approach to doing photography. It is a strange − indeed, paradoxical − truth that it is in 
precisely those moments when we temporarily forget (or are blind to) distinctions between 
self and world, when we effortlessly intuit the unity between “I” (our ego) and what our 
“eyes” see overcomes us, and when all we feel is the pure unbridled experience of being (not 
labeling, not evaluating, not critiquing) − that otherwise drab and uninteresting “shots” stand 
a chance of being transformed into wondrous and magical photographs.   
 

“Seeing is perception with the original, unconditioned eye. It is a state of consciousness 
in which separation of photographer/subject, audience/image dissolves; in which a 
reality beyond words and concepts opens up, whose "point" or "meaning" is the direct 
experience itself.” −John Daido Loori (1931 - 2009) 

 
When I look at a landscape and see and feel nothing but trees and mountains, I will take 
snapshots of trees and mountains. But when I look upon the same landscape as an organic 
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extension of my own eyes looking back at myself, when I yield to the sublime awe I feel (as a 
physicist; 4 your experience will obviously vary) looking out into an unfathomably complex 
mystery of nature, (the potential exists for) mere pictures making way for true art. I know I 
am in this transcendent egoless state when “I” no longer control the camera; the picture − 
or, better: the essential unity of time and place, in which “I” merges with subject and the 
distinction between foreground and background disappears − takes itself. Only after the 
picture is taken do I realize that anything has happened at all, and I return, as it were, to my 
“senses.” 
 
I am far from alone from knowing that my best photographs “take themselves” (in the sense 
that they are captured in moments during which the ego behind the lens is least assertive). 
Henri Cartier-Bresson (one of the 20th Century’s greatest fine-art documentarian 
photographers, emphasized the need to forgot oneself when taking pictures: “I find that you 
have to blend in like a fish in water, you have to forget yourself, you have to take your time... 
 

…I'm not responsible for my photographs. Photography is not documentary, but 
intuition, a poetic experience. It's drowning yourself, dissolving yourself, and then sniff, 
sniff, sniff – being sensitive to coincidence. You can't go looking for it; you can't want it, 
or you want get it. First you must lose yourself. Then it happens.”  

− Henri Cartier-Bresson (1908 – 2004) 
 

 
S3-i4 

 
Mindfulness, receptivity, and the “sage” photographer 
 
So how do we attain a state of non-separateness from the world? How do we train ourselves 
to become mindfully receptive to what the world has to offer to us as artists and 
photographers? For a clue, we again reach back to Chuang Tzu’s sage wisdom: 

                                                            
 “The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious.  It is the fundamental emotion which stands at 
the cradle of all true art and science. Whoever does not know it and can no longer wonder, no longer marvel, is 
as good as dead, and his eyes are dimmed.  It was the experience of mystery - even if mixed with fear - that 
engendered religion.  A knowledge of the existence of something we cannot penetrate, our perceptions of the 
profoundest reason and the most radiant beauty, which only in their most primitive forms are accessible to our 
minds - it is this knowledge and this emotion that constitute true religiosity; in this sense, and, and in this alone, 
I am a deeply religious man.” − Albert Einstein (1879 - 1955) 
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“My connection with the body and its parts is dissolved. My perceptive organs are 
discarded. Thus leaving my material form and bidding farewell to my knowledge, I 
become one with the Great Pervader. This I call sitting and forgetting all things.” 
 

The book Tao of Photography5 (which I strongly urge all artists, not just photographers, to 
read for its profound insights into the creative process) identifies nine characteristics of 
sagehood scattered throughout Chuang Tzu’s writings, and discusses the (almost self-
evident) applicability of each to the process of doing photography. The first characteristic is 
what we have been discussing so far, freedom from the self. The remaining eight, all equally 
important, offer additional insights into how a photographer can enhance her vision and art. 
Think of each of these characteristics as daily practices that help liberate the mind and soul 
from a constricted awareness:6 
 

1. Receptivity: closely related to freedom from self, the photographer is fully receptive 
to what the world has to offer to capture when the sense of self, the ego, is minimized, 
or absent altogether. We enhance our receptivity by unshackling ourselves from self-
imposed constraints of discrimination (between subject and object) and judgement; 
when we are as free from expectations, premeditated ideas, and visions of recognition 
(by others) of our work as possible. Being receptive means being fully present and 
immersed in the moment. 

 
2. Wu-wei: which is variously translated to mean “inaction,” “not forcing,” or “doing 

nothing,” is best described by philosopher Alan Watts (1915 - 1973) as: 
 

“…the life-style of one who follows the Tao, and must be understood primarily as a form of 
intelligencethat is, of knowing the principles, structures, and trends of human and natural 
affairs so well that one uses the least amount of energy in dealing with them.” 

 
The basic idea being that the photographer who engages in wu-wei is concerned with 
nothing at all beyond the unconscious, intuitive act of doing photography. Gross and 
Shapiro (the authors of the Tao of Photography) cite the example of Edward Weston 
comparing how he “does” photography (in wu-wei fashion, though Weston does not 
use the term) to how one drives a car; i.e., on automatic, without thinking, because 

                                                            
5 Philippe L. Gross and S. I. Shapiro, Tao of Photography, Ten Speed Press, 2011. The nine characteristics of 
sagehood discussed here are summarized from the material that appears on pages 12-58. 
6 For Chuang Tzu, a sage is one who harmonizes what he calls little understanding and great understanding 
(“Great understanding is broad and unhurried; little understanding is cramped and busy.”): “In being one, [the 
sage] was acting as a companion of Heaven. In not being one, he was acting as a companion of man. When man 
and Heaven do not defeat each other, then we may be said to have the True Man.” In photography, “little 
understanding” can be likened to technique, rules of composition, and control over subject matter. Great 
understanding refers to the photographer’s ability to react spontaneously, nonjudgmentally, and holistically to 
scenes as individual moments unfold, subjects come and go, and light changes. The “sage photographer” is able 
to seamlessly and unconsciously blend these two understandings. She is as effortlessly unencumbered by the 
(technically vital) minutiae of focal lengths and exposures, as her mind remains unfettered in even the most 
trying of circumstances and rapidly changing moods and environments while doing photography. 
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everything that is needed has been enfolded (through years of training!) into what 
manifests as an effortless creative effort. The paradox (which seems always to lurk in 
the background of Tao and Zen inspired wisdom) is that wu-wei’s apparent 
purposelessness actually has a clear purpose; namely, to never let purpose get in the 
way of whatever goal is being sought. Receptivity, insofar as it is brought about by the 
practice of wu-wei, is emphatically not a merely passive state of mind. Quite the 
contrary, receptivity is a state of relaxed alertness in which the sage (or sage 
photographer) remains continuously attuned to the vagaries of chance, circumstance, 
and ever changing processes of life. The sage photographer acts effortlessly in tune 
with the flow of nature. 
 

3. Spontaneity: most photographers intuit, sooner or later, that spontaneity is an 
essential attribute of what photography is all about. It is only when we are able to 
react instinctively, adaptively, and in tune with what is happening around us that we 
stand a chance of capturing that process on film (or digital sensor). What is less well 
appreciated, though obvious in hindsight, is that spontaneity naturally arises when 
one forgets oneself. There is really nothing special to “focus” on to achieve it, so long 
as whatever you do (we will provide some practical advice in a few pages) brings you 
closer to forgetting who “you” (the “I”) is. In a deepest sense, Chuang Tzu’s list of 
“sage characteristics” (which, remember, is a conscious extraction from a text that 
does not explicitly tag any of them), is 

 

4. Nonattachment: only when the sage photographer is nonattached to things or events 
is she free to fully embrace the unfolding dynamic web of nature’s processes. 
Unaffected by preconceived notions, expectations, or biases, the sage photographer 
“sees” − intuits − the collective unity of everything in the environment. Derek 
Doeffinger, in his (sadly, long out of print) The Art of Seeing,7 makes an eloquent plea 
for nonattachment: 

 

“Don't try to subdue a subject to your way of thinking-you can't push a piano through a 
porthole. Go with the flow. Be flexible. Adapt. The scene will not adapt to you, as you'll 
discover when viewing your pictures... Don't let your expectations project mirages that leave 
you thirsting. Release expectations. Defy assumptions. Unite with the scene to see not what 
you want to see, but what's there. Then strengthen the strong points to build the photograph 
you want. Sometimes a situation will prove to be unphotogenic. Recognize when that 
happens and be on your merry way looking for something else.” 
 

The idea of nonattachment applies equally to the aesthetic expectations, 
previsualized images, and even the process of picture taking as it does to the 
environment. Just as a myopic adherence to habitual ways of “seeing” does little to 
foster creativity, so too does an unnecessary attachment to a “missed shot” or a 
lament over the undesired lighting conditions only lead to even more missed shots 
and a general disconnect from the organic flow of the “moment” that is such a crucial 
nutrient for the creative process.   

                                                            
7 Derek Doeffinger, The Art of Seeing, Kodak Workshop Series, Eastman Kodak Co, 1992. 
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5. Acceptance: by sincerely and uncritically embracing all that a given moment presents, 
the sage photographer can react spontaneously to magical events that otherwise 
would be invisible. A photographer who only likes to work in certain conditions, and 
who only grudgingly (if at all!) goes out when the wind is strong or the light “bad,” 
prevents herself from experiencing the full richness of aesthetic possibilities. Henri 
Cartier-Bresson equates (Taoist-like) acceptance as an affirmation of life itself: 
“Photography is like that. It's 'yes, yes, yes.' ... It's a tremendous enjoyment to say, 
'yes!' Even if it's something you hate-'yes!' It's an affirmation. Yes!” I am embarrassed 
to say that acceptance is a lesson I had to relearn in 2008 when, during a summer trip 
my wife and I took to Santorini Greece (a place that is not known for the cloudy 
weather I mostly prefer to shoot in), I grew despondent over the brilliant sun-filled 
days and overly harsh shadows. It was only after I “accepted” the reality of my 
situation and what Santorini is − an extraordinarily beautiful island whose summer 
days are filled with harsh shadows − that I was able to embrace what I initially 
perceived as an impediment and view it instead as a gift. It was during that trip that I 
finally “saw” shadows as organic parts of compositions.  

 

 
S3-i5 

 

6. Resourcefulness: the ability (and concomitant comfort level) to go beyond 
expectation, convention and instinct, the capacity to apprehend the world in new 
ways, to do something that seems (and what other people tell you is) wrong but feels 
right, make it possible for the sage photographer to “see” things invisible to others. 
On the simplest level, the idea of resourcefulness harks back to our discussion (in 
session 2) of Galen Rowell’s form of “participatory photography.” You may recall that 
− while having lunch with a group of workshop students in Tibet − the conditions were 
suddenly ripe for a rainbow to form (but where?). The only photographer in the group 
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that was resourceful enough to get the shot of a rainbow piercing through the Dalai 
Lama's Potala Palace in the valley below was Rowell! He was the only one who 
spontaneously threw down his lunch, raced for where he anticipated the rainbow to 
form, and took the shot. 

 
7. Te (virtue/power): typically translated from Taoist literature as “virtue” or “inner 

power,” Te is perhaps the most elusive of Chaung Tzu’s sage characteristics. For out 
purposes, it is meant to convey the idea of an ability engaged with merit, or a skill 
applied with integrity. It is not power, per se, invoked because it can be, or for no 
particular purpose; rather, it is an authentic (from the standpoint of our essential self), 
mindful application of one’s will (made manifest in power, strength, or action) when 
necessary and for precisely the right reason. The Historical Dictionary of Taoism 
(Scarecrow Press, 1998) translates Te as “the inner and outer power bestowed on 
each being by Tao, or all the qualities for action inherent in the nature of each being, 
which gives each being a way to maintain itself, to grow and flourish.” Essentially, it is 
the capacity for spontaneous, effortless wisdom. You know you have experienced Te 
when whatever it is that you were attempting to “do” has already been done (not by 
you, consciously, but by your “sage photographer” self); you did what needed doing, 
but recall only that it was done, not how or even when.  George DeWolfe,8 a 
profoundly gifted photographer with an equally deep penchant for mystical musing, 
likens experiencing Te to feeling the raw emotion of capturing a particularly 
meaningful image: 

 

“The emotion is one of great humility – and great interior power, of being one with the world. 
It is an encounter of the immediacy of visual perception and the quiet serenity of a calm and 
aware mind. As I become older I am aware that this feeling is similar to the rustling of leaves 
on a fall day. Amidst this grace of the fall of leaves is a hesitancy present on the fringes of 
awareness.” 

 
8. Free and easy wandering: this last of Chuang Tzu’s sage characteristics is reminiscent 

of the idea of “sauntering” (introduced in session 2), which, recall, refers to a walk in 
a state of relaxed attentiveness; with no particular purpose in mind other than just 
being open to whatever catches one’s attention. Chuang Tzu would have been at 
home with sauntering: “Embody to the fullest what has no end and wander where 
there is no trail.” Although “free and easy wandering” applies equally to all types of 
photography, it best describes the practice of so-called street photographers, who 
saunter their way through life, open to all that comes their way, ready to strike when 
a special moment presents itself.  
 

Some of the most creative and spontaneous photographers in history − Diane Arbus 
(1923-1971), Edouard Boubat (1923-1999),  Andre Kertesz (1894-1985), Robert 
Doisneau (1912-1994), Elliott Erwitt (1928- ), Walker Evans (1903-1975), Josef 
Koudelka (1938- ), Vivian Maier (1926-2009), Eugene Smith (1918-1978), Garry 

                                                            
8 http://www.georgedewolfe.com/ 
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Winogrand (1928–1984), and, of course, Henri Cartier-Bresson (1908-2004) − all 
display the relaxed awareness and purposeless wandering of the sage photographer. 

 
“The photographer is an armed version of the solitary walker reconnoitering, stalking, cruising 
the urban inferno, the voyeuristic stroller who discovers the city as a landscape of voluptuous 
extremes. Adept of the joys of watching, connoisseur of empathy, the flâneur9 finds the world 
"picturesque.” − Susan Sontag (1933 - 2004) 
 

The point of introducing you to Chuang Tzu and these characteristics of sagehood (and to  
Zazen, to which we will turn in a moment) is certainly not to convert you to Tao, Zen, or to 
pave the road for you all to become “sages.” Rather, it is to illustrate how these basic 
principles can be used as guides for cultivating a simple, mindful − yes, more sagelike − 
approach to photography; one infused with a spiritual dimension whose gentle presence is 
critical for fostering creativity and photographic artistry. For our purposes in this workshop, 
Chuang Tzu’s principles may be summarized by this one essential core idea; namely, that if 
we recognize (and fully appreciate the fact that) the most creative and meaningful 
photography happens in a split second − we see something (regardless of how long it may 
have taken us to get to where we are “looking” and/or setting up our equipment), and we go 
click! − it behooves us to cultivate as clear and receptive inner state of mind as possible.  
Aspiring to adhere to Chuang Tzu’s principles is a good place to start. It is no accident that 
Henri Cartier-Bresson stressed the “decisive moment” in photography: 
 

“Photography is the simultaneous recognition, in a fraction of a second, of the 
significance of an event as well as of a precise organization of forms which give that 
event its proper expression.”10 

 

And credited his Zen-like approach to photography while seizing the decisive moment when 
it came to reading Eugene Herrigel’s classic work on Eastern philosophy, Zen in the Art of 
Archery (Vintage Books, first published in the 1950s and re-issued in 1999): 
 

“Bow, arrow, goal and ego, all melt into one another, so that I can no longer separate 
them. And even the need to separate has gone. For as soon as I take the bow and 
shoot, everything becomes so clear and straightforward and so ridiculously simple…” 

 
• Exercise S3-1: Decisive Moment 

 
Watch this (20 min long YouTube video) on Henri Cartier-Bresson’s “decisive moment”: 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hyhMqDfmG9o 
 
This wonderful video shows you how this great “photographic sage” artist went about doing 
photography. It also exposes you to many of the key principles that have thus far been 
presented only in an abstract fashion. Cartier-Bresson did not just understand these 
principles, he was their living manifest form! 

                                                            
9 The French word “flâneur” means “to stroll, loaf, saunter.” 
10 Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Mind's Eye: Writings on Photography and Photographers, Aperture, 2005. 
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S3-i6 

 
From Zazen to Kinhin:: quieting the mind so the eye/I can see 
 

“Meditation reveals that the obvious place to begin is not in some other place, it’s right 
here.” − Angel Kyodo Williams (1969 - )  

 
So, having identified Chaung Tzu’s nine characteristics of sagehood, and persuading you that 
the “sage photographer” needs to cultivate a quiet, meditative, and receptive inner state of 
mind in order to do photography, the question remains, “How does one get into a mindful 
state?” One answer is Zazen. 
 
Zazen − which is but one aspect of Zen (though all are equivalent, and none prescriptive; the 
meaning of that will become somewhat clear during the ensuing discussion) − is sitting Zen. 
There is laughing Zen, crying Zen, working Zen, among a host of other “Zens.” A form of 
walking Zen − or, more precisely, “walking meditation” (called Kinhin) is what I equate with 
doing photography after first clearing your mind through Zazen. 
 
Zazen is, simply, the practice of clearing and calming your mind while seated. It involves doing 
nothing more than sitting (in any comfortable position that you find to be conducive to 
achieving a meditative state of mind) for a certain length of time − say, 15 to 20 minutes a 
day. It is not difficult to do this, but does take practice and a certain amount of dedication; it 
cannot be approached lightly. The reward, if you engage in Zazen as a daily ritual (try to set 
aside a period of “uninterrupted” time each day in the same location to habituate yourself to 
the practice), will be not only a generally less stressed, equilibrated, and quieter overall 
demeaner, but a “photographer sage”-like inner state of mind that will greatly impact your 
photography. 
 
Note that while Zazen sounds easy (after all, it involves nothing but sitting!), it is not; although 
it becomes easier over time. The main difficulty is that it is hard to stem the incessant flow of 
random chatter that is constantly ringing in our heads; chatter that fills our minds with 
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random thoughts, memories, musings, self-reflections, rapprochements, aspirations, etc. Try 
this, right now, as a mini exercise: think of nothing at all for 30 seconds. Assume a comfortable 
position in a chair or on the floor (one that you can both hold with little or no discomfort for 
15 or 20 minutes; a small mediation pillow − or zafu − may help, and in which you can sit with 
your spine erect, as otherwise you may feel the compulsion to doze off;-), close your eyes, 
take a few deep, even, breaths, exhaling in and out through your nose (the mouth is closed 
while doing Zazen), and quiet your mind for 30 seconds. That’s it. But as soon as you sense a 
thought − any thought, wondering about the point of this exercise, what any of this has to do 
with photography, anything at all − restart the clock and begin again. Not so easy, right? If 
you are anything like me, it may take a while before you can sit for even a few seconds, much 
less 30 seconds! Don’t despair, the quiet will come; but it will take some practice. Remember 
that the Buddha attained enlightenment while practicing Zazen, and that there are good 
reasons why Zazen has been followed for over twenty five hundred years!  
 
There are numerous little details that I’m leaving out that can help ease someone who has 
never done Zazen into the practice; e.g., how to assume the best body posture, the need to 
center the spine, the most comfortable positions for your hands. The most important (and all 
that matters for this first exercise for those of you who never done this before) is breath; 
breath is the key to Zazen. If your mind is agitated, your breath will be agitated. As your breath 
assumes a natural quiet rhythm, your mind will follow. Relax your abdominal muscles and use 
the lower part of your stomach as though it was a bellows, expanding as you inhale, and 
contracting as you exhale. Do not force your belly to move − deep breathing is not something 
to be willed; rather, let a natural rhythm establish itself (in the way infants breathe when in 
a tranquil mood). Counting can help your breathing. Count “one” while first inhaling, and 
“two” when exhaling, and repeat until you reach 10. Then go back to one and start again. As 
you do this, and as you notice a thought intruding on your breathing, acknowledge it gently, 
without judging, reacting, or chasing it, then let it go; return to the count of “one.” Do not 
suppress these thoughts or whatever emotions you may sense bubbling up. This will happen 
regularly and is a natural part of being conscious beings. The idea behind Zazen is not to teach 
you eliminate the random chatter in your head; rather, it is to teach you to control it, to step 
away from it, to rise above it. In the beginning of your practice it will be hard to even get part 
way to 10 before being distracted by stray thoughts. With practice, you will be able to get to 
“10” and beyond with little effort. Eventually, you will do away with counting altogether and 
simply follow your own breath. You will be your breath. This will be a signpost alerting you 
that you’re a step away from samadhi, a state of being in which our mind’s penchant for 
analyzing, categorizing, labeling, and separating inner and outer realities ceases. If you are 
able to take a semblance of this state into the world, once you get out of your chair or lotus 
position (or whatever posture you’ve assumed while doing Zazen), camera in hand, you’ve 
prepared yourself for Kinhin − walking meditation. Which is what (for me, at least) is what 
“cultivating simplicity in photography” is all about. 
 
The workshop webpage provide links some online sources you may wish to consult, but the 
best place to start is with an instructional / inspirational video (a link to which is provided in 
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exercise S3-2 below) by Zen Buddhist rōshi − i.e., a spiritual leader − John Daido Loori (1931 
- 2009).11 
 

Recall my brief introduction to Loori in session 1. Trained originally as a chemist, Loori came 
to study photography after attending a workshop in 1971 given by photographer Minor 
White, around which time (under White’s influence), he also began studying Zen. Over the 
years, he became a master photographer as well, and his body of work is well worth looking 
up and studying.  
 
A short aside on artists whose works touch us deeply 
 
Loori is but one of a long line of extraordinary human beings whose thoughts and art have 
inspired me deeply over the years (all of the books of his that I own are dogeared beyond 
repair), humbled me profoundly, and about whom I carry the burden of sadness over never 
had an opportunity to meet in person. We all have such lists of course, and I think it is 
important to occasionally reflect on what it is about someone else’s life’s work that touches 
us so. The private lessons inevitably drawn from such occasional reflections echo one of the 
main themes I’ve tried to impart in this workshop; namely, that what we see out there in the 
world is both a reflection of what is inside of us, and a map of what we are evolving to (as 
spiritual beings). We “see” what we are, and by reflecting on what we do (and train our lenses 
on) we learn who we are. In the same way, we discover truths about ourselves by reflecting 
on who and what touches us in the deepest ways, emotionally, creatively, and spiritually. In 
my own case, and as far as photographers go, Loori is in a select group that also includes 
Ansel Adams, Minor White, Carl Chiarenza, Brett Weston, and Wynn Bullock. 
 

• Exercise S3-2: Zazen 
 
Watch John Daido Loori’s YouTube video, “Introduction to Zen Meditation: The Still Point,” 
that was filmed a year before his death in 2008: 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E9b4FbGlVSE 
 
The video is 10 minutes long, and is among the very best introductions to Zazen that I have 
seen. It is certainly the place to start your practice, and − I hope you agree after viewing it the 
first time − welcomes repeated viewing. An additional resource that I urge all of you to at 
least look at is Loori’s book, Finding the Still Point: A Beginner’s Guide to Zen meditation. It is 
more of a booklet (barely 100 pages long and measuring 7-by-7 inch in size) and is 
accompanied both by a CD that contains a 10 minute and 30 minute time Zazen sessions 
(along with guidance provided by Loori himself), and a small selection of Loori’s own Zen-
inspired images. As of this writing (10 Aug, 2017) the hardcover is available for $8 and change 
on Amazon, which is a steal. 

 

                                                            
11 Obituary: http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/10/nyregion/10loori.html 
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S3-i7 

 
Experiential Flow in Photography 
 
A set of guiding principles that are related everything we have been discussing thus far 
(Chuang Tzu’s characteristics of the “photographic sage,” the need to cultivate a quiet, 
mindful, receptive state, and practicing Zazen), but less overtly “mystical,” derives from a 
body of work centered on the notion of experiential flow (that can be thought of as an 
alternative − Westernized version − of the Taoist concept of Te, discussed above, along with 
a set of practical instructions on how to achieve it). 
 
The word “flow” and the body of work I am referring to here has been developed over the 
last few decades by Mihály Csíkszentmihályi, director of the Quality of Life Research Center 
at the Drucker School of Claremon Graduate University, and author of (among many other 
books), Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. In this book (and in his multi-decade long 
examination of the subject), Csíkszentmihályi describes the supra-conscious state 
(sometimes called the “groove” by musicians, or the “zone” by basketball players) that people 
“awaken” to and experience when completely absorbed and immersed in an activity. For me, 
of course, that activity is doing photography. 
 
My best moments as an artist − as a human being − are those when I entirely lose a sense of 
self. Emphatically, I do not mean for you to interpret this as a poetic metaphor. I mean this 
literally. If I come home from a day's worth of a photo-safari, armed with 10 or more GBs of 
RAW files, and know that I was totally aware of what I was doing the entire time (consciously 
thinking of f-stops, filters, and compositions), I will also know that there will be little chance 
of finding any soulful art in that huge digital pile. I was not in the flow. On the other hand, if I 
go out for a walk with my dog and camera, and come back with but one shot of I know not 
what because my mind was lost while I was taking it, I stand a good chance of savoring that 
precious gem of an image that is likely to emerge on my computer screen. Not always, of 
course, but the chances are usually good, if I lost myself in the process of capture. 
 
This experience, and my interpretation of it, is far from unique. It is experienced by everyone, 
at some point in time, though not everyone is always attuned to when (or why and how) it 
happens, nor appreciates what needs to be done to maximize the chances of it happening 
again. This is where Csíkszentmihályi's books come in handy, as they describe the nature of 
this experiential flow; how it comes about, what the tell-tale signs are, and how one might 
better prepare for the “ride.” 
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S3-i8 

 
Csíkszentmihályi identifies eight conditions, or dimensions, of the flow experience: (1) clear 
goals every step of the way; (2) immediate feedback to one's action; (3) balance between 
challenges and skills; (4) focused concentration; (5) sense of potential control; (6) loss of self-
consciousness; (7) time distortion; and (8) autotelic or self-rewarding experience. Critically, 
in order to maximize the potential for experiencing flow, one must eliminate (as much as 
possible) any anxiety or boredom, and strike a delicate (and typically dynamic) balance 
between the challenge of the activity and the available skills that one brings to bear on the 
required tasks. The purest, deepest, states of flow are achieved when one is able to apply a 
maximal skill set (which can itself, of course, be achieved only through long study and 
practice; i.e., a total immersion to craft) to the most highly challenging activity. This is rare, 
but is a spiritual prize well worth pursuing. Among the several wonderful quotes that 
Csíkszentmihályi includes in his University of Pennsylvania's Positive Psychology Center 
presentation (see link on workshop website) are these three: one from an anonymous rock 
climber... 
 

“You’re so involved in what you’re doing, you aren’t thinking about yourself as separate 
from the immediate activity. You’re no longer a participant observer, only a participant. 
You’re moving in harmony with something else you’re part of.” 

 

...one from a surgeon: 
 

“You are not aware of the body except your hands...not aware of self or personal 
problems….If involved, you are not aware of aching feet, not aware of self.” 

...and one from poet Mark Strand: 
 

“You're right in the work, you lose your sense of time, you're completely enraptured, 
you're completely caught up in what you're doing…. there's no future or past, it's just an 
extended present in which you're making meaning…” 

 

These sentiments pretty much express my own experience of flow in photography. When in 
the flow, I do not know my name, I do not know where I am except for the “feel” of my 
immediate surroundings, I do not reflect on my problems or station in life, I do not worry 
about what “I need to do” after I've finished my photography. I am one with my camera, I am 
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one with what my camera is pointed at, I have no conscious sense of self or awareness of 
being, apart from a pure primal joy in experiencing total immersion in what I am doing. I am 
focused, strongly and deeply, but not at all actively engaged in thinking about anything. There 
is no sense of time, not even as I press the shutter repeatedly or take long exposures and 
somehow, though only mechanically and utterly devoid of conscious reflection, tick off the 
required seconds. I know the flow has vanished when I hear myself ask, “What now?” 
 

• Exercise S3-3: Csíkszentmihályi's TED talk 
 
Watch Csíkszentmihályi's TED talk on “Flow, the secret to happiness,” that he gave in 2008: 
 

https://www.ted.com/talks/mihaly_csikszentmihalyi_on_flow 
 

It runs a bit less than 20 minutes, but is worth every second of your attention. It is filled with 
incredibly deep insights on not just what “flow” is (and articulated so much more eloquently 
than my short description) but gives practical advice on how to achieve it. The workshop page 
contains additional links to a short essay and presentation slides  
 

 
S3-i9 

 

“Before I had studied Zen for thirty years…” 
 
Recall this Zen poem I introduced in the opening pages of the essay for session 1: 
 

“Before I had studied Zen for thirty years, 
I saw mountains as mountains, 

and waters as waters… 
 

When I arrived at a more intimate knowledge, 
I came to the point where I saw 

that mountains are not mountains, 
and waters are not waters. 

 

But now that I have got its very substance I am at rest. 
For it's just that I see mountains once again as mountains, 

and waters once again as waters.” 
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While we will have occasion to return to it again during the final session of this workshop, I 
bring it to your attention here because it serves as a perfect backdrop for illustrating − and a 
philosophical vehicle for emphasizing − the concurrence of three key themes of this 
workshop: “seeing” (in general, and “seeing photographically” in particular), the nonduality 
of inner and outer states, and the prima facie absurdity of an “expert” on complex systems 
leading a workshop on “simplicity”: 
 

 
 
 
I will leave it to the discussion I hope this slide (indeed, entire session 3 essay) spawns on our 
Facebook workshop page to pursue the ideas behind it further. Suffice to say, that if what this 
slide says resonates with you, on any level, you’ve already sown the seeds you need to 
cultivate the art of simplicity in photography. Discussion awaits! 
 
 

"One has to tiptoe lightly and steal up to one's quarry; you don't swish the water when 
you are fishing. I believe that, through the act of living, the discovery of oneself is made 
concurrently with the discovery of the world around us. A balance must be established 
between the two worlds - the one inside of us and the one outside of us. As a result of a 
constant reciprocal process, both these worlds come to form a single one. And it is this 
world that we must communicate."  
                                                    − Henri Cartier-Bresson, The Decisive Moment (1952) 
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Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography 
 

Session 4:  The Medium, Part I – Toward a Visual Grammar 
 

Sessions 4 and 5 focus on the practical side of image making by 
introducing some key tools that a photographer can use to direct and 
sculpt a viewer’s interpretation of an image; i.e., the essential 
elements of a visual grammar. We will discuss the basic elements of 
composition (e.g., the frame, light, contrast, tone, form, texture, etc.) 
and how they can be combined for a specific purpose.   

 
Visual Design: Elements of Composition 
 

"What lies in the periphery of simplicity is definitely not peripheral. Become a light bulb 
instead of a laser beam. Striving for excellence usually entails the sacrifice of everything 
in the background for the sake of attending to the all-important foreground. Find the 
meaning of everything around, instead of just what you are directly facing." 

                                                                                             − John Maeda, The Laws of Simplicity  
 

In tune with the wisdom conveyed by this workshop’s oft-repeated Zen story that begins, 
“Before I had studied Zen for thirty years…,” we need to first see how “light, contrast, and 
tone” are not (necessarily what our unexperienced selves believed to be simply) “light, 
contrast, tone,” before “light, contrast, and tone” once again become “light, contrast, and 
tone” and become as effortless to use in our photography as breathing is to simply being. 
Before simplicity − unfortunately, but necessarily − lies a complex path; or least a path that 
must be deliberately trodden upon before it eventually decays of its own accord and is no 
longer needed. The path begins by assembling a palette of tools that we can use to sculpt our 
unique vision of a “simple” photograph.   
 
What are these tools? The basic elements of composition and visual design; which, in turn, 
are nothing more than a set of essential principles that help guide the photographer’s eye, 
mind, and hands (when working in an analog darkroom or its latter-day digital analog) in 
conveying exactly the message that the photographer intends to convey with her image. As 
with most things associated with the creative process, this is both absurdly easy to do (it is 
certainly easy to understand on an intellectual level), and, often, ridiculously hard to do in 
practice, which is why real − timeless − art is rare, and the main reason why there will never 
be a dearth of “You, too, can become an Ansel Adams by following the 5 easy steps in this 
book,” kind of books on the market. While few of us are likely to become the next Ansel 
Adams, working toward being the best we can be as artists is not half bad. No one on the 
planet has the vision that is uniquely yours. What made Ansel Adams (feel free to substitute 
any other deserving photographer-artist) stand apart from his peers was the way in which he 
expertly used all of the photographic elements under his control − from his choice of and use 
of the controls on his camera, to his selection of where to stand and what to point his lens at, 
to exposure calculations (I’ll provide a link to a wonderful story about how one of his best-
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known images, “Moon Over Hernandez,” was exposed “on the fly” thanks to Adams’ deep 
knowledge of lighting and exposure), to choice of filters, to in-camera composition, to his 
virtually unsurpassed technical acumen in his darkroom − to convey precisely what he wanted 
his final image to convey to a viewer. Once you’ve learned the basic elements of composition, 
your task will be to use them to develop your vision; not mine, not Ansel Adams’, and not 
anyone else’s but your alone. 
 
If you intend to take a picture of a “rock” in order to show someone that “you’ve taken a 
picture of a rock” (a ludicrously low-hanging-fruit variant of a “fine-art photograph), it still 
begs the question of how you will arrange the elements in whatever image you create 
showing that “you’ve taken a picture of a rock.” Will you place the rock in the center, where 
it will be surrounded by grass, leaves, or other rocks? Will it be off to the side, or near a 
corner? What else will you place in the frame? How large will it be relative to the rock? What 
color is your rock, and how does the color play off the color of other elements of your picture? 
What is it “pointing at”? Something in the frame, or at something we cannot see because it 
is outside the frame (or something you’ve deliberately cropped out)? There are a host of 
other similar questions; endless almost.  
 
None of these questions are trivial; and all of them are important, insofar as the myriad little 
decisions you make regarding their inclusion, exclusion, and collective assembly will either 
make or break your image (vis-à-vis the message you want your final image to convey).  
 
Even a rudimentary understanding of visual grammar − that rests on a set of basic principles 
of composition − will allow you to make myriad little informed decisions about how to sculpt 
an image (in your mind, while it is being captured, and in the darkroom or computer, as you 
prepare it to assume its final form to your intended viewer). How you go about sculpting your 
image is, of course, up to you. Shakespeare used the same “language” as other writers of his 
time; he merely sculpted it differently and in accord with his own unique vision. But he could 
not have done what he did, and his work would not have been as long-lasting, had he not 
known his language well. And so, it behooves us photographers to learn the language of 
photography. To learn it, and practice it, deliberately, conscientiously, and relentlessly until 
visual grammar and the elements of composition become second-nature to us, and are 
effortless to apply. 
 
So, what are these elements of composition I’ve been alluding to? They can be broken down 
into three categories (the individual lists are far from exhaustive, but will be enough for us to 
weave together a coherent introduction):1 (1) elements that describe the overall image (e.g., 
What is the shape of the frame?, What is inside of it?, How are the parts divided?, How is the 
image cropped?, Are there any frames-within-frames?, etc.), (2) photo-graphic primitives 
(e.g., corners (of an image), curves, exposure, focus/centers-of-focus, light, lines (vertical, 
horizontal, and diagonal), movement/dynamics, points (single point, several points), 

                                                            
1 I provide links to several books that provide considerably richer detail than we have room or time for in this 
essay on our workshop website: http://www.sudden-stillness.com/SimplicityWorkshop2017/session4.htm 
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rectangles and triangles; and (3) visual design elements (e.g., balance, color, contrast, 
figure/ground, form, Gestalt perception, movement/dynamics, negative/positive space, 
texture, tone, pattern, perspective/depth, relationship/tension, rhythm, sharpness, and 
(visual) weight). Since we do not have time in the workshop to cover all of these elements, 
let us concentrate on a select few essentials. 

 
A Single Point 
 
Consider the simplest possible photograph (albeit one that communicates “little” beyond 
“what it obviously is”), consisting of a single point. This “trivial” act of instantiating a solitary 
visual/compositional element immediately and irrevocably creates two elemental 
relationships within a photographic frame: (1) implied forces that are proportional to the 
distance from edges / corners, and (2) implied lines that divide frame into horizontal & 
vertical boxes. 
 

 
S4-i1 

 
While few photographs consist of nothing but “single points,” in truth very many − indeed, 
some of the “simplest” − contain single points of strong focus, which might as well be viewed 
(literally and figuratively) as “single points.” Look at the examples on the slide above. Though 
none of the images depict “single points” in a literal sense, each image has one main focus of 
attention. Notice how the images convey very different moods. It’s subtle, to be sure (and 
this is only our first example), but I want you to think about how each of these images affects 
how you view them. This is the whole point in all such basic discussions of visual grammar; 
namely, to take note of how (in this case) different placement of centers evokes predictably 
different responses from the viewer. 
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Consider, as another example of a strong “single point” focus, this image:2 
 

 
S4-i1 

 
While the “single point” = my wife’s silhouette is clearly the dominant element that draws 
the viewer’s eye and attention − and her position and context determines overall mood of 
the image − the image works as a whole because it conflates a number of other basic 
compositional elements; e.g., 

                                                            
2 As an aside, it is worth point out that this particular image also serves as an example of the role serendipity 
plays in photography, and a reminder that our most memorable images are seldom those we actively seek. The 
image was taken near Teangue (a fishing village on the Sleat peninsula, on the Isle of Skye, Scotland), on the 
next to last day of the trip we took 2009. The sun was setting, but we had a bit of time for some last minute 
exploration before dinner. I was busy taking close-up shots of rocks and water, with my back toward the water 
where my wife was standing. I was in my usual crouched position, camera on tripod, eyes down, happily 
composing away, and oblivious to everything else that was taking place above, around, and behind me. After 
spending an hour or so searching for good images in vain, I finally stood up to give my knees a rest. While 
stretching my back and swinging around to look for my wife, I saw the magical image reproduced above. This 
completely unexpected “catch” is among my top three favorite images from our 2009 trip. 
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• Centering anchors shot 
• Dark silhouette of subject adds contrast 
• Dark clouds (at top) and dark band of kelp on bottom both anchor and add contrast 
• Subject’s (relative) “smallness” intensifies total immersion (into the “infinite”) 
• Snatches of land (left / right) adds stability 
• Layers of rocks and kelp in foreground echo layers of cloud 
• Water in foreground echoes ocean 
• Vertical space echoes subject’s gaze 

 
• Exercise S4-1: Identifying “local” moods of an image 

 
Consider these alternative crops of the previous image (s4-i1): 
 

 
S4-i2 
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They all work in their own way (to varying degrees), but each also exudes its own unique 
mood. Carefully examine each image, and note what thoughts/emotions it evokes in you, and 
what either works or does-not-work; you will all have varying opinions, which is at it should 
be; there is no “right” or “wrong” here. Consider why a given image has the effect it does on 
you.  
 

Now reach into your archives and look for an analogous “single point focus” image (or a few, 
if you have time) with which you can play the same game: namely, take a few notional crops 
around the “central focus” in the image (so that each isolated area stands on its own as 
“interesting”), and consider the same kinds of questions as for my Skye picture: why is the 
crop weaker (stronger?) than your original image? What’s “different” about your crops, 
relative to how the original makes you think/feel? 
 

The idea in this exercise is to get you to explicitly think about the “devil is in the details”-level 
minutiae that make up an image − and that directly shape how we react to it − but about 
which we seldom pay much attention to. One you have familiarized yourself the basic 
elements of visual grammar, you will be able to predict, and therefore control, how your 
image will be viewed and interpreted by others.  
 
Multiple Points 
 
Going from a single point of focus to multiple points is easy, in principle; but you need to think 
somewhat “abstractly.” Not all (indeed, few) images are going to lend themselves to a 
“simple” decomposition in which they are described by literal points. Just as an image with a 
“single point” of focus can actually be quite “complex,” so long as the “complex” part serves 
as a single focus (remember the “fractal tree” in session 1; image s1-i3), images with multiple 
points are seldom literally composed of individual points; rather the multiple points of focus 
are abstract diffuse and mutually isolated areas that draw a viewer’s attention.  
 
For example, this long exposure of some rocks (on the southern side of Molokai, Hawaii), is, 
from an abstract perspective, a 3-pt-focus image. Moreover, the three points form a line, a 
which is a basic − and, arguably the most important − graphical element of composition. 
 

 
S4-i3 

 
Without lines, there is no shape; without shape, there is no form; and without form, there is 
no texture or pattern. 
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Lines can lead you away or toward a focus of interest and establish the overall mood. 
Different types of lines induce different emotions (this list, as all other lists that appear in this 
workshop, are intended as rough guides; indeed, I encourage all of you to develop these kinds 
of lists on your own, to determine how each basic graphical element tends to affect you): 
 

• Vertical  → power, strength, growth 
• (Single) horizontal → rest, stability 

− High horizon: heaviness, nearness, earthiness 
− Centered horizon: peaceful, quiet, static 
− Low horizon: ethereal, expansive, light 

• (Multiple) horizontal → drama, rhythm 
• Diagonal → action, draw viewer’s attention 
• Thin → unstable, vulnerable 
• Thick  → dominating, rigid, stern 
• Curved  → relaxing, soft, soothing 
• Jagged → chaotic, sharp, threatening 

 
Sometimes, the “lines” that appear in an image are implicit, such as in this image: 
 

 
S4-i4 

 
Of course, multiple point foci can form other basic form, such as triangles and squares: 
 

 
S4-i5 
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S4-i6 

 
And, sometimes, multiple lines are just that: multiple lines: 
 

 
S4-i7 
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Typically, images will consist of multiple overlapping shapes; the trick is to start seeing the 
world abstractly terms of elemental shapes − points, lines, triangles, squares, curves, circles, 
etc. −  rather than as the richly patterned and textured reality that our eyes are presented 
with. For example, this photograph of Luray Caverns (captured in northern Virginia in 2011) 
is, objectively speaking, very “complex” − indeed, any of the photographs from the portfolio 
I put together of Luray Caverns that year is easily among the most complex images I have 
taken in the last decade − but, if viewed with an eye attuned to an elemental visual grammar, 
it is not really so complex after all: 
 

 
S4-i8 

 
Images that cannot (or cannot easily) be decomposed into a harmonious blend of elemental 
graphical elements are generally less “successful” as photographs (Ansel Adams’ “There is 
nothing worse than a sharp image of a fuzzy concept” variety of image); of course, this is not 
always true − there are no panacea “rules” in photography (despite what you may have heard 
or read) − but it is a good practice to keep in mind as you teach yourself your own visual 
grammar. 
 
A short aside on how I use my bad vision to “see” 
 
The image above is from a portfolio that was published in Issue #95 (Jul-Aug 2011) of 
Lenswork magazine.3 In the interview with Brooks Jensen, the editor of Lenswork, I noted that 
for the first 30 minutes or so (after I arrived at the caverns; since I came in the off-season, the 
staff was kind enough to give me essentially free rein over the caverns for a day!), I just 
walked around without a camera (as I always do whenever I go somewhere new) and without 
my eyeglasses on (also, as I always do). This last point is what I want to elaborate on. While 
walking around a new place without a camera may be something at least some of you do; but 
I’m wondering how many of you that have eyesight problems walk around a new place to 
photograph without your glasses on? 
 
Because I am very nearsighted, seeing the world without my glasses automatically yields an 
abstract − certainly much simpler, distilled − representation of it. Since my eyes sans glasses 

                                                            
3 The workshop website includes links to the portfolio and audio interview I had with Brooks 
Jensen, editor of Lenswork. 
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provide only rudimentary information about shapes and tones, I find it a useful exercise to 
first “see” my compositional landscape in these aesthetically simplified terms, before fully 
immersing myself in the process finding real photographs in it. This has been a vital part of 
my creative process for well over 35 years, and may benefit those of you who are unfortunate 
enough to also suffer from nearsightedness, but who have not yet tried “looking” at the world 
without your glasses. In my case, the practice started quite by accident. 
 
When I was just starting out in photography, I found the physical act of using the viewfinder 
on a camera hard on my eyes. The constant shifting between squinting through the camera 
followed by focusing on something in the distance quickly tired my eyes. So, after even a few 
shots, I would usually take off my eyeglasses and rub my eyes a bit before resuming my 
camera work. One day, with my glasses off, I turned to glance in a direction where some 
commotion was going on. I could make out only some blurry lights and shapes, but whatever 
was going on it looked "interesting." Without thinking (and still without my glasses, which 
had also fallen to the ground) I lifted my camera to my eye and − without thinking and unable 
to really see anything − took a shot. I have long forgotten what that shot was a shot of, but I 
remember being mesmerized by the thought − later, after I developed the film − that it had 
turned out better than OK; it was a really well-composed, lovely shot! But not one I would 
necessarily have taken of this subject (namely, a scene with people in it!) had I had my glasses 
on. The lesson taught me to always first “see” a scene sans glasses. 
 
The first panel of the triptych below depicts, roughly, what I “saw” without my eyeglasses, 
when I first descended the stairs into Luray's interior. The middle panel shows how I 
“interpreted” the scene visually and graphically. Since I could see no detail, I could make out 
only a few lines, curves, and a harmonious seeming arrangement of circles that implied a 
centrally placed trapezoidal shape. Panel 3 shows what the scene “really” looked like. 
 

 
S4-i9 
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• Exercise S4-2: Developing an eye for elemental shapes 
 

This is a two-part exercise, that − I warn you − might at first appear too trivial to spend much 
time on. I urge you to try it, particularly if you have never tried this before.  
 

The first part consists of drawing (freehand or with straightedge, whichever you prefer), then 
cutting out some basic shapes: triangles, squares, rectangles, thin long rectangles (to 
approximate “lines”), circles, and ellipses. Draw them all out on a standard 8-1/2-by-11 sheet 
of paper; make several different-sized variants of each. Cut them out and assemble them on 
the table. Now take another piece of paper, and draw some rectangles to approximate a 
typical frame of film of various aspect ratios (or the one or two that you most like to use: 
square, 4-by-3, 2-by-1, whatever); make the frame large enough to comfortably 
accommodate the placement of several of your “cut out” shapes. Now play! Spend 15-20 
minutes just playing around with various “compositions” (of shapes). Notice what “feels” 
right when something just “clicks” and seems to be in place. Do you prefer to have a single 
“square” sitting off to one side, with a smaller-sized circle some distance away? Do you like 
an equal mix of linear and curved shapes? What relative angles do you best like to position 
your shapes? The point of this part of the exercise is to learn your “style” of assembling 
elemental graphical shapes in a frame. As I said, it may seem almost too trivial to try; but I’m 
guessing that not all of you have actually ever done it. If you do it sincerely (and practice on 
your own, during and after this workshop), you will eventually train your eye to automatically 
see just those assemblies of abstract forms in the real environment that are the most pleasing 
to you. Developing this instinct begins with what only seems like frivolous grade-school 
“play.”  
 

The second part of this exercise involves applying what you’ve hopefully learned about your 
own aesthetic predilections from “playing” with shapes in frames  to the real world. Either go 
out with your camera or search through your archives search for images that emphasize 
points, lines, are these three primary shapes: triangles, squares, and circles. Just as any color 
is a blend of the three primary colors, so all shapes may be viewed as deformations or 
arrangements of primary shapes. Capture (or Identify) images that contain one or at most a 
few simultaneous elements. Try to get a few examples of each. This, again, might sound 
simple − and it is − but it is also instructive, as it emphasizes a different way of looking at the 
world (and of finding potential subjects to photograph). The “sage photographer” ignores the 
names of things, and instead sees the world as an assemblage of primary shapes. 
 

If this is something you have not done before, you may be surprised at what a creative spark 
this seemingly “simple” two-part exercise can bring. Rather than waiting for a Henri Cartier-
Bresson “Decisive Moment” to strike (though we should all be ready for that, as it can happen 
at any time!), or looking for “interesting things,” the right light, or other subject matter to 
appear for you to photograph, instead look − deliberately, patiently, and sincerely − for 
nothing other than “interesting arrangements” of lines, triangles, squares, and circles. The 
caveat, is that these “lines, triangles, squares, and circles” are not (necessarily) literal, but are 
the abstract forms that populate whatever scene you are photographing (as in the shapes 
overlaid on top of my shots of Luray Caverns in images s4-i8 and s4-i9). 
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Tone 
 
Tone − that is, the measure of whiteness, or lightness of parts of images − is arguably the 
most intangible element. Developing an intuition for the tonal distribution of an image, both 
before and after a photo is taken, is critical. I’m assuming most of you are familiar with using 
the histogram tool in Photoshop, Paint Shop Pro, and virtually any other image program: 
 

 
S4-i10 

 
For those of you who are not familiar with the histogram or just have a passing acquaintance, 
a histogram is just a plot of the relative frequency of a given tonal value; ranging from 
completely black (luminance = 0, on the left-hand side) to totally white (luminance = 255, on 
the right-hand side).4 Tone, generally, sets the overall mood of an image. Of course, there is 
no such thing as an ideal histogram. Histograms merely define the tonal range in a scene and 
are to be used to assist the photographer in conveying a desired mood. “High key” images (or 
those that consist mostly of high values of luminance) typically convey lightness and joy; and 
“low key” images (with predominantly low luminance values) convey darkness and a sense of 
mystery. Tonal contrasts create boundaries between objects and be used as effective tools 
to build aesthetic compositions. 

                                                            
4 The 256 steps (including the value 0) are a result of working in an 8-bit space (which most home and even 
professional printers are restricted to). 8-bits means that each of the color channels (R, G, and B) are limited to 
28=256 possible shades. 
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Texture 
 
Texture Refers to the roughness or smoothness of a surface: 
 

• Often over-looked as a visual design element 
• Appearance depends on how close to (or far away from) you are from it 
• Made more visible by using side-lighting (creates shadows on surface in proportion 

to roughness) 
• Contrasts between textures creates boundaries between objects (much as tonal 

contrasts do) 
• Textures may be used as the sole focus of a composition, but be aware of possible 

(unintended) distractions 
 

 
S4-i11 

 

You can also create textures (in otherwise textureless environments) by either panning the 
camera horizontally across a scene while using a long exposure, or combining (slightly 
misaligned) multiple exposures of the same scene. 
 
Contrast 
 
Everything we see, and all that we respond to − physiologically, cognitively, psychologically, 
and philosophically  − depends, in one way or another, on various contrasts and their 
relationships to one another.  
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On the simplest level is the tension between the local and global tonal contrasts in an image: 
 

 
S4-i12 

 

But there are many different kinds of contrast that are just as important (in terms of the role 
they play in determining how a viewer may respond to an image).  The “sage photographer” 
(recall Chuang Tzu from Session #3?) must always be mindful of an entire panoply of 
contrasts. Indeed, Johannes Itten, who ran the Bauhaus school of Art, Design, and 
Architecture in the 1920s/30s, based his theory of composition almost entirely on one simple 
concept: contrasts − between light/dark (called chiaroscuro), near/far, large/small, 
rough/smooth, horizontal/vertical, one/many, thin/thick, broad/narrow, surface/volume, 
solid/liquid, loud/soft, linear/circular, static/dynamic, transparent/opaque, etc.  
 

 
S4-i13 
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Pattern 
 
Patterns play a fundamental role in nature, not just photography (I’m speaking here also as a 
physicist), and are often over-looked as a visual design element. As with almost other aspects 
of composition, a pattern does not have to be perfect to be useful; indeed, imperfect patterns 
− or, as a physicist might say, broken symmetries − are considerably more interesting than 
examples of textbook-like perfection. 
 
There are two effective ways to use patterns compositionally: either emphasize the pattern, 
or deliberately break the pattern. For example, you add a contrasting object (such as a shape 
or texture) or remove a repeating object(s). However, note that the element that breaks the 
pattern typically becomes a new element in the composition; i.e., figure becomes ground 
(and vice versa) 

 

 
S4-i14 

 
Balance 
 
Balance, as a primitive graphical element, is effectively a resolution of tension; as in a 
“balance of opposing forces” (or contrasts). The eye instinctively seeks to balance visible 
forces. To the extent that balance reflects and/or is associated with an “aesthetic harmony” 
(unless disharmony is the photographer’s objective!), try to arrange the elements of your 
composition in such a way that the overall frame appears intuitively as stable. 
 
There are three general kinds of balance: (1) symmetrical, in which objects fall equally away 
from the center of an image; (2) asymmetrical, in which objects are “weighted” according to 
size and distance, and (3) dynamic, in which there is a weighed balance of all forces. 
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Balance → aesthetic harmony (S4-i15) 

 

 
Symmetry works only when it is perfect (S4-i16) 

 

Here is a symmetrical dynamic interplay of forces in which the eye eventually lands on a stable 
center: 
 

 
Symmetrical/dynamic interplay of forces (S4-i17) 

o 

And here is an asymmetrical dynamic interplay of forces in which the eye is first led into two 
opposing directions, but eventually settles into two quiet centers (circular elements): 
 

 
Symmetry works only when it is perfect (S4-i18) 
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Camera vs. Eye 
 

“The difference in "seeing" between the eye and the lens should make it obvious that a 
photographer who merely points his camera at an appealing subject and expects to get 
an appealing picture in return, may be headed for a disappointment.”  
                                                                                 − Andreas Feininger (1906 – 1999) 

 

Much of the mystery in composition and graphical design in photography stems from an 
underappreciation of just how differently the camera “sees” the world from how our eyes 
see it. Of course, both have a lens, an aperture, an image plane, and light sensors. A camera 
(typically) has a mechanical shutter; whereas human vision is sampled through the optic 
nerve (more on that a bit later). The human eye has a very narrow angle of sharp vision, about 
three radial degrees. The eye scans images in small segments, taking in very wide view 
segments. It’s focus quickly darts up and down, left and right, according to what grabs our 
attention (sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously). Most fine details remain fuzzy, 
and the brain has to fill in unfocused details. If you look at some fine print in a newspaper or 
on this word on your computer screen, notice that − if you do not move your eyes but shift 
your attention to a nearby word or letter on the line directly above the word you are looking 
at − you will be able to make out very little detail, despite the proximity of what you giving 
your attention to what you gazing directly at. 
 
The major differences between camera and eye are in how they record light, how they focus, 
their sensitivity to light, and their dynamic range (i.e., the ratio between the maximum and 
minimum measurable light intensities): 
 

• Light: eye/brain records subjectively; camera records objectively 
 

• Focus: eye – muscles adaptively change the shape of the lens; camera – lens moves 
closer/further from the film to focus 

 

• Sensitivity: film/CCD is uniformly sensitive to light; the retina is not 
 

• Dynamic range: digital cameras have a dynamic range between 5 and 10 f-stops; the 
human eye has a dynamic range in excess of 20 f-stops! (This is the main reason that 
High Dynamic Range (HDR) photography, in which a range of differently exposed 
individual images − one a few stops underexposed, one “correctly” exposed (for mid-
tones), and one a few stops overexposed − are combined in one image to both open 
up shadows and reveal detail in highlights that are otherwise impossible to capture in 
a single exposure.) 

 
The eye also sees certain colors as brighter or darker than others, when, objectively speaking, 
the two may be the same. This is important to keep in mind (and to develop yet another layer 
of intuition about), when you want to visualize what a given scene might look like when 
converted to black & white. Consider the following example in which (at least, to my eyes), 
the blue patch “appears” much darker than the surrounding blue, but both are in fact, equally 
bright (if brightness is equated to luminance).  
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Unlike a photometer, that measures pure luminance (and from which one can deduce the 
relative intensities of the red (R), green (G), and blue (B) channels of an image), the human 
eye (in concert with the brain) does not interpret patches of colors on their own, but 
according to their local context (of other, surrounding, colors). This ability has been hard-
wired into our visual system by natural selection because color constancy (in varying 
illumination conditions) obviously has survival value. For example, a banana appears yellow 
both in the middle of the day, when the strongest and brightest light outdoors is white, and 
at sunset, when the main illumination is red.5 
 

But color constancy − specifically, the eye-brain’s use of local color and intensity in 
interpreting color − often (and unexpectedly) leads to various illusions and other subjective 
misinterpretations. For this reason alone, great care must be taken in arranging colors in an 
image, lest unintended interpretations arise because of a mismatch between what the 
photographer intends and what the eye/brain combination actually sees. For example, the 
following remarkable figure illustrates how color constancy can lead to confusion:6 
 

 
S4-i19 

 

Known as the checker shadow illusion, the “illusion” is that the square labeled “A” appears 
to be a significantly darker shade of gray than the one labeled “B.” In fact, the two squares 
have exactly the same shade of gray (or color), as can be seen directly by looking at the figure 
on the right, which adds a like-shaded strip of gray to facilitate visual comparison. One can 
also use an eyedropper tool in any imaging program to demonstrate that the RGB values of 
the two squares are identical (R,G,B = 120,120,120). 
 

As another example of how our eyes can lead us astray, and of how the brain interprets color 
locally − not as an absolute luminance − consider the following figure:7 notice the three 
seemingly different center tiles on the left (that “look” as though they are colored yellow, 
orange, and brown, respectively), though are shown to be identical on the right. 

                                                            
5 Color constancy was first pointed out by Edwin Land, founder of Polaroid and developer of (among other 
things) the Polaroid process, in general, and various peel-away and instant cameras (such as the SX-70). 
6 The figure was created by Edward H. Adelson, Perceptual Science Group of the Department of Brain and 
Cognitive Sciences at MIT. Ref: http://persci.mit.edu/gallery/checkershadow. 
7 http://www.ukpuzzle.com/puzzles/47.jpg 
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Gestalt Theory: laws of perceptual organization 
 

The Gestalt school of psychology was founded by Wertheimer in Germany around 1912. 
Offered as a theory of how groups of ostensibly separate visual elements are automatically 
perceived as organized wholes, its central tenet may be summarized by the assertion that the 
“whole is different from the sum of its parts”; i.e., how one interprets an image, as a whole, 
may be quite different from what the viewer experiences when looking at each element in 
the image separately. And the way in which a given group of visual elements appears to be 
organized is a function of the total context—or “graphical field” (where, by “field,” we are 
relying on our  intuition about physical fields: gravitational, magnetic, etc.)—in which it exists. 
 

Gestalt theory purports that different visual elements within an observer’s view tend to 
either attract (i.e., group with) or repel (not group with) each other according to certain 
Gestalt “laws” of grouping. Examples of these laws, and why it is important to understand 
them for purposes of this workshop, appear on the next several pages.  
 

 
S4-i21 
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The figure on the bottom of the last page shows how the basic precepts of Gestalt theory 
seamlessly, and unconsciously, come into play even when viewing a small set of “unrelated” 
shapes, and how powerful the mental “attractions” are when the mental groupings lock in. 
Consider the three piece-wise linear shapes on the left of the slide. As a group, with the 
individual elements arrayed in this order, these “parts” indeed appear unrelated and distinct. 
But, if they are instead suggestively arranged in the pattern that appears on the right, our 
mind’s “eye” immediately (and unrelentingly) “sees” a large, whole “E” (with a hint of 
“invisible lines” that connect the disconnected pieces). Even if we try to will the parts to 
“disconnect,” the impression of an “E” nonetheless persists. Since one of our goals in 
“cultivating simplicity in photography” is to develop instincts to “see” clearly (so that graphic 
design becomes a consciously effortless activity), it behooves us to first understand the 
Gestalt mechanisms by which “parts” visually (and unconsciously) assemble themselves in 
our − and our photographs’ viewers’ − mind’s eye.  
 
Image s4-i22 shows examples of six well-known Gestalt “laws” of perceptual organization 
(the full theory includes many more than room permits to discuss here):8 proximity, similarity, 
closure, simplicity, continuity, and segregation. 
 

 
S4-i22 

 
• Proximity: the closer two or more visual elements are to each other, the greater the 

probability that they will be perceived as a single group. In the example on the slide, 
the nine squares on the left are viewed as individual squares, but as a single 3-by-3 
block when they are packed together. 
 

                                                            
8 Richard D. Zakia, Perception and Imaging: Photography--A Way of Seeing, 4th Edition, Focal Press, 2013. 
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• Similarity: the more physically similar two or more visual elements are (in terms of 
their shape, color, texture, movement, etc.), the greater the likelihood that they will 
be seen as related. In the examples on the slide, we “see” alternating columns of white 
and black circles and a caricature of an eagle on the sun (as one figure, despite the 
fact that it consists of 11 distinct elements). 
 

• Closure: otherwise disconnected and “unrelated” simple lines and shapes that are 
“almost complete” (i.e., have “missing details”) are more likely to be seen as complete 
(with missing detail “filled in”). In the figures, we see a sphere (outlining the “base” of 
the cones) and an upside-down triangle (between the three dots-as-vertices), despite 
the fact that these figures are not really there. 

 
• Simplicity: among all possible “interpretations” of a given pattern of shapes, we tend 

to favor the simplest, most straightforward ones. Objectively speaking, the sample 
image depicted on the slide may be described as a very complicated curve, but we 
“see” it as an Olympics symbol consisting of five interlocking circles. 

 
• Continuity: visual elements requiring the fewest number of interruptions to their flow 

tend to be grouped together to form continuous lines or curves. 
 

• Segregation: perception of any visual element—any “figure”—requires an associated 
“ground.” This distinction may be made both locally and globally. When the set of 
possible figure-ground distinctions is small and there is no “obvious” way for the eye 
to “lock in” on a unique figure, multiple simultaneous (or, more precisely, oscillations 
among) perceptions typically ensue.  

 
Image s4-i23 shows a few examples of more general Gestalt grouping principles: emergence, 
reification, multistability, and invariance: 
 

• Emergence: in which parts of an image that do not contain sufficient information for 
its “explanation” suddenly “pop out” after viewing. The example at upper-left shows 
a well-studied figure in vision theory. What initially appears as a random assortment 
of irregular shapes, suddenly—after no more than a few moments—reveals a 
Dalmatian dog sniffing the ground in patchy sunlight by an overhanging tree. It is 
noteworthy that (1) the dog is so clearly evident despite the fact that much of its body 
and contour is missing, and (2) once it is seen it is virtually impossible to force oneself 
not to see it. 

 
• Reification: in which the mind effectively “fills in” the details in otherwise disjoint 

and/or incomplete shapes and areas according to the local context and visual cues. In 
the example that appears at top-right in image, notice how the figure in the center of 
the graphic is interpreted depends on whether one is viewing it in an up-and-down 
fashion or left-to-right. In the first case, one sees “13”, since the local “pattern” 
appears to be that of a sequence of numbers; in the second case, the letter “B” 
appears. 
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S4-i23 

 

• Multistability: faced with an irreconcilable ambiguity between the figure and ground 
of an image, we tend to see two images, as they “flip flop” from one in which the 
“figure” is figure, and the other in which the original “ground” becomes the 
foreground figure. The example above shows what looks like either the side silhouette 
of two faces looking at one another or the (white) outline of a vase. 

 
• Invariance: objects can generally be recognized regardless of their rotation, 

translation, scaling, texture, whether they are drawn as solid or as basic outlines, or 
whether they are stationary or in motion. For three dimensional objects depicted on 
the plane, this invariance grouping extends into the third dimension, as we are able 
to “track” the (grouped) element through rotations in depth and scaled perspectives 
(as shown in the example on the bottom-right in image s4-i23). 

 
Almost needless to say, the few pages we have room here to introduce Gestalt theory as it 
pertains to photography hardly does it justice. For those of you interested in pursuing these 
ideas further, a great place to start is chapter 6 in Perception and Imaging: Photography--A 
Way of Seeing, 4th Edition, by Richard Zakia, Focal Press, 2013. 
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The “Fifth” Essential Element: Light 
 

"I almost never set out to photograph a landscape, nor do I think of my camera as a 
means of recording a mountain or an animal unless I absolutely need a 'record shot'. 
My first thought is always of light." − Galen Rowell (1940 - 2002)  
 

 
S4-i24 

 

Photography begins and ends with light. Indeed, the word “photography” was introduced by 
British scientist, William Henry Fox Talbot (credited with making the first negative/positive 
image in 1839), who combined the Greek words “φωτoς” (translated as photos, or “light”) 
and “γραφειν” (translated as graphos, or “painting”), to produce “photography,” which 
therefore means, literally, “painting with light.”  
 
Light is the very essence of photography, and is the only thing that your recording medium 
(whether film or digital sensor) actually knows about. While you are out with your camera 
looking at people, places, and things to photograph, your camera faithfully records only light. 
The camera cares nothing about rocks, rivers, sunsets, etc.; it does not care about graphical 
primitives such as lines, triangles, or any other shapes or relationships; and it is certainly blind 
to any feelings the photographer may associate with what is in the camera’s view. The camera 
recognizes only different levels of light. It therefore follows that we, in turn, never really 
photograph objects, per se, but only how objects appear to us in whatever light they are 
bathed in, emitting, reflecting, and/or refracting. 
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“There is no such thing as ‘bad’ light.”  – Jay Maisel (1931 - ) 
 
Fundamentally, photography is a holistic study of light: its perception, its reproduction, and 
its interpretation. As important as they are, all of the graphical primitives and compositional 
elements we have been discussing thus far − lines, forms, shapes, Gestalt theory, etc. − arise, 
and have meaning, only insofar as they are revealed by light. Physiologically, our eyes respond 
most strongly to things (or parts of scenes and photographs) that are bright and/or have 
strong contrast. In this sense, brightness and contrast (that reveals and defines lines, shapes, 
and textures) are even more “primitive” than what we have been calling the primitive 
elements; they are the most basic features of an image that define where a viewer’s eyes will 
first fall, and that may be used to direct where a viewer’s attention subsequently moves.  

 
A point-and-shooter asks: “How’s the weather?” A photographer always asks: “How’s the 
light?” Regardless of all other elements of a photograph, often even including what the 
photograph is about, it is the quality of the light that determines its mood: hard/soft, 
direct/indirect, warm/cool, front/side/back. Beginning photographers often confuse the 
quality of light with quantity, believing that “good light” is any strong light. The reality, of 
course, is that while we can control quantity (by choosing what exposure to use), the quality 
of light is subject to the vagaries of chance and our preparedness. To get just the right 
directionality of light, warmth (or coldness), or diffusiveness we must plan, anticipate, and be 
patient. If all a photographer wants to do is to capture a scene (as a documentary record), 
light, pardon the slight pun, fades in importance; but if the photographer wants to create an 
image infused with intended meaning (i.e., if she aims for something more than a 
documentary record), she must wait for the quality of light to match the light that nature 
offers.   
 
Just as an artist or painter achieves her goal by organizing and controlling what appears on 
her canvas, you must do the same with light to achieve a desired goal for the final image or 
print. But before you are able to control light, you must first learn its various forms, the 
general conditions under which different forms typically arise, and what effect a given type 
of lighting has on the image you are trying to (or thinking of) creating. Here are some 
miscellaneous thoughts on the quality of light to get you started: 
 

• Harsh or direct light usually is created by a point-like source, such as the sun on a clear 
day or a bare light bulb. This type of light clearly emphasizes contrast, and, depending 
on the direction the light is coming from relative to the subjects in your frame, may 
increase (or decrease) texture and overall depth of field. 

 
• Soft light (one of personal favorite types of lighting) is created when the source of 

illumination is indirect, obscured, or diffused before it is reflected off of your subject. 
This kind of light tends to reduce contrast, ameliorating otherwise wider tonal 
differences that might arise in a given scene. Basic graphical elements such as lines, 
shapes, and textures will all tend to be less defined than in direct light. Cloudy days 
offer the best naturally soft light. Indoors, a flash can be bounced off a wall or ceiling. 



25 
 

• While soft light is omnidirectional (seeming to come at a subject, or illuminating a 
scene from all directions at once), the directionality of harsh/direct light has a strong 
impact on a scene’s appearance. If a scene is front-lit, for example, so that light falls 
on the subject nearest the camera, the image will display strong contrasts, and any 
side shadows will be hidden (thus also reducing perspective in some compositions). If 
a scene is lit primarily from the side (or corner of a picture), shadows will fall across 
the image (often appearing as lines, if the light is strong enough), and the overall 
contrasts in the image will be enhanced. Backlit images, in which the camera faces the 
light source (and objects appear as silhouettes), can be very dramatic, since this type 
of lighting creates extreme contrast. For this reason, backlighting can help create 
“simple” graphic-like images. 

 
• Different parts of a scene (and resulting image) may have different kinds of light. The 

“meta” contrast between the different contrasts that arise can itself be used as a 
compositional element. I put this idea to good use in a seascape a few years ago, were 
this wonderful dichotomy arose between the harsh side-lit textured rocks in the 
foreground and diffused, ethereal light emanating from a thick fog in the distance: 

 

 
S4-i24 
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• Exercise S4-3: Learning to “see” light 
 
In many ways, this entire workshop can be summarized by these three “simple” insights: (1) 
slow down and still your mind before letting your eyes “see” the world, (2) always first look 
at light (never objects), and (3) when you do train your eyes on objects, observe them not as 
things but as tones and shapes. In this exercise, you will start training yourself to see and react 
to different forms and qualities of light. 
 
As you go about your usual business during the coming week, wherever that may be or 
wherever it may take you (office, car, street, shopping mall, park, etc.), mentally frame − 
compose − an image of a scene in your mind’s eye. Try to determine its darkest and brightest 
spots. Look closely; is the white paint on the asphalt ahead of your car really the brightest 
thing in your view? Compare it to the glint or glare that you see on parts of cars the surround 
you. Is the asphalt itself really as dark as it appears to be? How does its appearance change 
when a sunny day turns cloudy? Note and compare how different tonalities are distributed 
throughout the scene. 
 
If you find yourself in a park and near some trees (or perhaps there are some outside your 
office window), pay attention to how it appears under different types of light; how much 
detail can you make out in bright light? How does the tree look when moist after rain? On a 
cloudy day? If you see (and examine) a tree under bright light one day, try to anticipate what 
it will look like under a more diffuse light; then, if possible, go back to it when the conditions 
are right and compare what you expected to see to what you really see. Try anticipating what 
other objects will look like under different lighting conditions.  
 
Now, open up Photoshop, or whatever image processing program you are familiar with (any 
program will do, so long as it includes an “eye dropper” option with which you can sample 
the luminance of selected parts of an image), and play the game of predicting the luminance 
values of, say, the brightest, darkest, and “closest to mid-tone” parts of an image.  
 
Are you right? If you have never done this before, you may be surprised at how difficult it is 
to find the “extremes,” or even just predicting the relative tonalities of an image, in general. 
As alluded to before, our eyes react to tone (and color) locally, in context of what they are 
surrounded by. Something that appears “bright” may have caught your attention only 
because it is surrounded by darker parts, and vice versa. Other, objectively brighter spots, 
may appear less bright only because they are surrounded by similar tonalities.  
 
By diligently practicing both parts of this exercise − and, in the second part, paying close 
attention to how your expectations differ from precisely measured luminance values − you 
will, over time, tune your “eyes” and sharpen your intuition to automatically recognize 
different forms of light, tonal distributions, and how the perception and interpretation of 
scenes changes with changing conditions. 
 
I look forward to hearing about the results of your experiments, and what you learned from 
them, on our Facebook page! 
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The Magical Elan: Color 
 

"Color is the keyboard, the eyes are the harmonies, the soul is the piano with many 
strings. The artist is the hand that plays, touching one key or another, to cause vibrations 
in the soul." − Wassily Kandinsky (1866 - 1944)  
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If form, tone, texture, and pattern are the primitive ingredients of graphical composition, and 
light is the “fifth essence,” then color is surely the magical élan that underlies, nourishes, and 
infuses all of photography. When color is present, it becomes a palpably real thing-in-itself as 
a compositional element, sets the overall mood of a scene, and generally serves as a 
wellspring of emotional response to a composition. If color is deliberately removed from a 
scene, such as when we wish to create a black-and-white image (we will touch upon when 
this is, and is not, appropriate), its absence will still be felt via the constraints imposed on the 
type of emotions colorless images tend to evoke in a viewer (it is far easier to instill “joy” 
through color images than it is with black and white).  
 
We need to develop the same instinct for our reaction and interpretation of color as we do 
to other elements of composition. Here are a few guidelines (I provide links for taking a 
deeper-dive on our workshop webpage): 
 

• Color and symbolism: perhaps the strongest effect that color has on us is in terms of 
the emotional response it evokes in us. Generally (but not as a hard rule), warmer 
colors tend to be calming and soothing, whereas cooler colors appears uninviting. 
There is a reason why our everyday language is steeped in subtle nods to the effects 
of color (e.g., “She is green with envy,” “He is red hot angry,” and “She’s feeling kind’a 
blue today”); its symbolism is an integral part of who we are, and is a strong function 
of our own time histories. An emotional connotation can also vary culturally. In some 
cultures, white is associated with life, purity, and virginity; whereas, in other cultures, 
it represents death. As powerful a compositional tool as it obviously is, we must be 
mindful of the uncertainties of interpretation that an inclusion of color imposes on a 
composition.  
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• Color as a compositional element: color can be used as a “thing-in-itself” in 
composition. That is, rather than being treating color as a characteristic of an object, 
objects, or an entire scene, color may be viewed as the subject matter itself. 
Relegating a fuller treatment of color theory to the references I have provided links to 
on our workshop webpage, suffice to say that the two key “instincts” that need to be 
learned and practiced (before the use of color in composition becomes second-
nature) are: (1) an understanding of how color affects us emotionally (as already 
discussed), and (2) how colors are aesthetically perceived in the context of other 
colors. Consider the “color wheel”…  

 

 
The color wheel: S4-i26 

 
…which groups colors into associated families; namely, a circle on which the three 
primary colors (red, blue, and green) are separated by 120 deg.9 Colors also have tints 
(i.e., variations when mixed with white) and shades (i.e., variations when mixed with 
black), but we do not have to worry about that for what follows. Between each 
primary color is the color that is created by mixing the associated primaries. A color 
“family” is the set of colors on the circle within the smaller pie-shaped wedges. 
According to basic color theory, the most “harmonious” color combinations are those 
that use any two color families that are opposite to one another; any three equally 
spaced families; or any four color families that form a rectangle (more precisely, two 
pairs of opposite colors). You should play with various combinations to confirm this 
for yourself. 

                                                            
9 This is by no means the only possible set of “primary colors” (e.g., we could have defined a set based on light rather 
than pigment), but it would take us too far afield to discuss them; and, in any event, these details are well covered 
in the references you will find on our workshop website. The discussion above suffices for our purposes. 
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Notice how pleasing the combination of red and green is in this image (despite the fact that 
green appears as a tiny sliver): 
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And how relatively “blah” a black-and-white version of the same scene is by comparison: 
 

 
S4-i28 

 

• Dynamics of color: all of the compositional elements described earlier (line, form, 
pattern, balance, movement, etc.) apply equally to color and black-and-white, though 
each element must be suitably interpreted in the presence of color. For example, 
while lines of color may attract a viewer’s eye just as strongly as tonal lines do in a 
black-and-white image, color images may contain a series of unrelated objects (that 
may differ markedly in form), but which, because they all share a similar color (from 
the same family), appear as though they form a line. If converted to black-and-white, 
the apparent “line” may disappear completely. Your eye will jump from one dominant 
color to its opposite just as quickly as it will jump from a dominant white portion of a 
black-and-white image to a dark portion (and vice versa). 
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From Color to Black-and-White 
 
So, how does black-and-white play into all of this? One answer (every photographer has their 
own favorite story) lies with Ansel Adams. Although Adams is known primarily as a black and 
white photographer, he also worked in color. Apart from agreeing to do some advertisement 
work for color film, and being a long-time consultant to Polaroid, he took quite a few color 
images in his life; though obviously not so great a number that has him remembered as 
anything other than a “black and white” photographer.10 The reason that Adams did not do 
more with color (apart from having been first exposed to photography and able to hone his 
skills at a time when color film was either not available or just being developed), is telling: 
color, in his view (which I happen to share), overly constrained his aesthetic sensibilities. To 
put it simply: while color depicts reality, black-and-white allows the photographer to interpret 
it. Because we expect the world to look a certain way (grass is rarely a neon purple!), color 
images are much less forgiving than their black-and-white brethren of whatever tonal (or 
other) manipulations we may wish to make of them. Since black-and-white images are, by 
their nature, abstract, they tolerate much more tonal manipulation without sacrificing 
realism.  
 
Black-and-white’s greater tolerance of tonal manipulation, in turn, afford the photographer 
a wider gamut of tools to selectively focus a viewer’s attention on various parts of an image 
(that would not otherwise be useful in color images). For example, black-and-white images 
generally tolerate much greater degrees of toning, burning (i.e., an analog darkroom term 
that refers to deliberately increasing the exposure to an area of a print that should be darker), 
and dodging (i.e., decreasing the exposure to an area a print that the photographer wants to 
make lighter) than do color images. Indeed, were it not for some extreme local dodging and 
burning, a masterpiece such as Ansel Adams’ “Moonrise over Hernandez” would not be 
possible, as you can see for yourself: 
 

• Exercise S4-4: “Moonrise over Hernandez” 
 

Watch Ansel Adams describe how he “saw” and created “Moonrise over Hernandez”: 
 

https://petapixel.com/2016/06/24/making-ansel-adams-famous-image/ 
 

Compare Adams’ straight print (that has no tonal manipulations applied to it, and that 
appears at the 6:07 mark of the video), with the final (rightfully, well-known, but heavily 
manipulated) version. Had Adams captured this same image using color film instead of black-
and-white, and applied the same range of tonal manipulations (albeit tailored to and 
commensurate with the latitude afforded by color), the result would have been unbearably 
garish, and ugly. Adams’ aesthetic vision, technical skill in the darkroom, and wide tolerance 
of tonal manipulations afforded by black-and-white film, all conspired to create a 
masterpiece. 

                                                            
10 See, for example, the collection in: Ansel Adams in Color, edited by Andrea G. Stillman and John P. Schaefer, 
Little, Brown, and Company, 2009 
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Of course, not all subjects are suitable for conversion to black-and-white. Those that are, tend 
to have these properties in common: (1) color is not the primary (or even secondary) focus; 
(2) the graphic content of the image is strong without color; (3) color is a distraction to the 
overall “mood” of the picture; (4) the scene includes interesting contrast between light and 
dark; (5) shadows play an important role in the composition; and/or (6) you want to 
deliberately inject an “old fashioned” feel into the image. 
 
Here are some ideas for images that tend to make good subjects for black-and-white: 
 

• Abstracts 
• Architecture 
• Close-ups (of everyday things) 
• Contrasts 
• Figure study / models 
• High / low key 
• Light / dark spaces 
• Patterns 
• Portraits 
• Selective coloring 
• Simplicity (less is more) 
• Street photography 
• Subtle lighting 
• Shape & form 
• Textures 
• Water / flow (long exposures) 

 
Conversion to black-and-white 
 
An entire course can be taught on any of the subjects covered in this one weekly workshop 
session! The art and science of converting color images to black-and-white is far too involved 
to get into here, except to point out a few key elements and provide references so that you 
can explore the myriad tools and approaches that are available on your own. We can certainly 
chat about various methods on Facebook and via email; and perhaps Shanti Arts will add a 
workshop dedicated to black-and-white conversion techniques!  
 
Whatever method of conversion one decides to use (you will need to “play” with various 
options to determine what works best for you) − grayscale, desaturation, gradient 
channel mixing (in RGB or CMYK color spaces), LAB space, or some stand-alone conversion 
program − remember that when colors are converted to black-and-white, they become 
shades of grey; light colors generally map to light tones and highlights, while dark colors 
generally map to dark tones. Just as we must not just gain a proficiency in, but develop a deep 
intuition for, how to use all of the different compositional elements that make up an image, 
so too must we develop an instinct for what a scene will “look” like in black-and-white. And, 
because there are so many different ways of converting color images to black-and-white, we 
must spend time learning − and just playing − with as many available methods as possible. 
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Examples of color to black-and-white conversion using different channels and color spaces: S4-i29 

 

 

 
Completed image, after applying a mix of selectively weighed RGB channel conversions: S4-i29 
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Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography 
 

Session 5:  The Medium, Part II – Abstraction as simplification 
 

This session will expand on the practical lessons introduced in Session 4, and focus on the 
art of abstraction as − somewhat paradoxically − a concrete method of simplifying 
photographs. We will discuss specific ways of creating abstractions, including creating so-
called “minimalist” images, the selective use of neutral density filters, and macro 
photography.  
 
Seeing the graphical essence of things  
 

“Abstraction allows man to see with his mind what he cannot physically see with his 
eyes... Abstract art enables the artist to perceive beyond the tangible, to extract the 
infinite out of the finite. It is the emancipation of the mind. It is an explosion into 
unknown areas.” − Arshile Gorky (1904 – 1948) 

 
What is an abstract photograph? To some degree, all photographs are abstract. There is the 
story about a man who finds himself sitting next to Pablo Picasso on a train one day, and 
asks Picasso why he paints only abstractions. Picasso thought for a moment, then queries 
back, “What do you think reality looks like?” To which the man replies by pulling a picture of 
his wife out his wallet, showing it to Picasso and declaring, “Here, this is reality. Here is my 
wife.” Picasso looks at the photograph, smiles, and counters with, “This is really your wife? 
She is very small, and rather flat, don’t you think?” 
 
The distinction between reality and our perception of reality is not as clear cut as we might 
first think. And the depicted reality −  whether photograph, painting, sketch, memory, or 
whatever − is obviously different from the reality itself. 
 
A deeper answer to the question, “What is an abstract photograph?”, is that it is any image 
that is not obviously representational; i.e., that the point of constructing the image is not to 
convey an image of a “thing” (recognizable or not) but to focus on and combine the 
aesthetic elements that make up any image (e.g., forms, tones, textures, colors, patterns, 
rhythms, and so on). Where a head-on picture of a tree (such as my example of the 
luminescent-seeming white tree against a dark background in Session 1) is obviously 
representational − that image practically screams, “I am a Tree!” to the viewer − a focus on 
only the details of the geometry of a tree’s branches and leaves already represents a basic 
step towards abstraction.  
 
This is why it was important for us to discuss a bit of composition theory in Session 4 − 
before tackling abstraction − since it is only when we achieve a familiarity with (and 
effortless proficiency in) how images are constructed, that we hope to craft images that are 
attuned to our aesthetic predilections. While a simple “point and shoot” photograph of a 
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random piece of asphalt on your driveway might qualify as an “abstract” image, it is unlikely 
to be perceived as anything but a “picture of a random piece of asphalt” unless the 
graphical elements that make up that image − the basic forms, tones, textures, and so on, 
that appear in it − are also arranged in an aesthetically pleasing manner. Of course, you 
must decide what “aesthetically pleasing” means; but that is the whole point. Step one is to 
learn − and master − the elements of the photographic process that are under your 
immediate control. Step two is to use this skill to focus the object of attention in your 
images not on the obvious things that your lens is trained on but on the graphical and 
aesthetic elements used to depict them.  
 
When I work as a physicist rather than photographer (remember that your workshop leader 
studies something called “complexity” when not looking for “simplicity” with his camera), 
much of my work depends on abstracting the elements of physical systems. Real systems 
are almost always much too complicated to describe directly and fully. Instead, what we do 
is strip away whatever details are unnecessary for understanding whatever problem we are 
trying to solve (e.g., I don’t need to know the color of a car to model how fast it can move), 
and work with just the bare essentials that describe the systems of interest (e.g., I might 
model a real car as a flattened egg on wheels). Indeed, it is an old joke among physicists 
that, to us, everything in the world can be described as a system of blocks, ovoids, and 
springs.  
 
Abstraction in photography works in much the same way. It is the deliberate stripping away 
of everything in an image that is extraneous to the graphical elements alone. The deeper 
the sense of mystery that the arrangement of these graphical elements infuses into the final 
image − gently compelling viewers to “solve” the latent riddle, “What am I?” − the more 
successful the “abstract photograph” is likely to be. Sometimes, even the most obviously 
realistic photographs can make wonderful abstracts, provided that everything in the 
photograph that lends a context or scale to what is shown has been deleted. For example, a 
travelogue-style picture of tourists wandering atop sand dunes in the desert is obviously 
nothing but a representational image of sand dunes. But crop out or delete the tourists and 
their footprints (or position your camera view in such a way so that the lens sees nothing 
but dunes) and that otherwise “representational” image may become a magnificent 
abstract. 
 
Note that − in my view (other photographers may choose to differ) − being able to 
recognize objects in an image does not preclude that image from being an abstraction. All 
that is needed for the image to work as an “abstract” is that the recognizable object in 
question is secondary in importance (in terms of the relative degree of attention it compels 
the viewer to give) to other graphical elements that make up the image. It is in this sense 
that abstraction can be thought of as a method of simplifying your photography: it frees you 
from thinking about what you are capturing images of, and leaves you free to compose just 
with your aesthetic eye. More to the point, abstraction disentangles cognition from 
creation. Before looking at some examples, and taking some on your own, let’s take a brief 
look at the history of abstraction in photography. 
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(Short) History of abstract photography 
 

“No human hand has hitherto traced such lines as these drawings display, and what 
man may hereafter do, now that Dame Nature has become his drawing mistress, it is 
impossible to predict.” − Michael Faraday (Physicist, 1791 – 1867) 

 
Abstract photographic images have existed almost as long as photography itself (invented, 
independently, in two different ways, but in the same year − 1839 − by Louis Daguerre and 
William Henry Fox Talbot), though their true origin is perhaps best traced back to when 
early to mid 19th century scientists (like astronomer John William Draper, physicist Antoine 
Henri Becquerel, and botanist Anna Atkins) started using photography to document their 
work. Because many of these early images depicted parts of the world that was not 
normally perceptible to the human eye, they were abstract by definition. For example, 
Atkins often made images − technically called photograms − by placing organic material 
such as algae and plants onto photographic paper. Since these photograms looked nothing 
like anyone had ever seen before at that time, it can be argued that they are among the first 
abstract photographs produced. Here, for example, is an image from 1844 that is now in the 
public domain: 1 
 

 
s5-i1 

Abstraction soon embraced art proper, not just science, at the turn of the last century, as 
photographer and modern art promoter Alfred Stieglitz started displaying the works by both 
abstract artists and photographers (such as Edward Steichen, Alvin Langdon Coburn, and 
Paul Strand) in his New York gallery and unabashedly publishing abstract images in his 
seminal photographic journal, Camera Work. 

                                                           
1 For a collection of Anna Atkins images archived at the New York Public Library Digital Collection, see: 
https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/collections/photographs-of-british-algae-cyanotype-
impressions#/?tab=navigation. A wonderful book on the history of early scientific photography is: Jennifer Tucker, 
Nature Exposed: Photography as Eyewitness in Victorian Science, John Hopkins University Press, 2013. 
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After Steiglitz came the surrealist photographers − such as  László Moholy-Nagy, Man Ray, 
Jaroslav Rossler, and Maurice Tabard − who used abstraction to illustrate the basic precepts 
of surrealism. As articulated by André Breton in his 1924 opus, Manifesto of Surrealism, the 
surrealism sought to tap into the creative powers of the unconscious via dreams, 
intoxication, sexual ecstasy, madness, and chance. Though photography played a key role in 
this movement − processes such as double exposure, solarization, multiple exposures, 
montages, and rayograms (which did not even require the use of a camera)2 were all used 
to evoke some bizarre union of dreams and reality − strictly speaking, it was not really 
“abstract photography” in the sense articulated earlier. The surrealist’s use of abstraction 
was not for the sake of abstraction, per se (i.e., to emphasize basic aesthetic and/or 
graphical elements), but rather to deliberately instill a sense of the outrageously bizarre and 
otherworldly. 
 

More artful examples of abstraction (as abstraction) in photography that followed the 
surrealists can be seen in the works of such photographers as: Andre Kertesz, Lotte Jacobi, 
Aaron Siskind, Harry Callahan, György Kepes, Harold Edgerton, Frederick Sommer, James 
Welling, and, of course, Minor White. Some of the better known modern abstract 
photographers (or those whose body of work includes abstraction) are Penolope Umbrico, 
Hiroshi Sugimoto, Wolfgang Tillmans, Uta Barth, Ilan Wolff, and Silvio Wolf.  
 

Of course, this is far from a complete set; these merely represent the names of a some of 
the photographers that I can think of off the top of my head. I urge you to Google (images 
by) some of the names listed here to get a feel for the variety of work and approaches. One 
of the cardinal “rules” of being an artist (from beginner to accomplished master!) is to seek 
out the work of other artists; not to copy (though that will always take place on an 
unconscious level; it is how our minds − how our creativity − works!), not to get depressed 
over how much better their work is than ours, but for ideas and inspiration. 
 

Two great places to see curated examples of abstract photography are on: (1) artsy.net − 
https://www.artsy.net/gene/abstract-photography (over 11,000 images, as of early August 
2017); and (2) Art Photo Index (API), with over 1800 images −  
 

http://www.artphotoindex.com/api/recently_added.cfm?to=photographers#search/s/abstract 
 

Another place to look is the archive of images submitted to the Joseph Miller Abstract 
Photography Exhibit, which is an annual contest held under the auspices of the Northern 
Virginia Alliance of Camera Clubs. Abstracts from the 2017 edition of this exhibit can be 
seen at this link: http://nvacc.org/home/category/gallery/. 
 

The single best reference on the history of abstract photography and state-of-the-art in 
modern abstract imagery is The Edge of Vision: The Rise of Abstraction in Photography, by 
Lyle Rexer, and published by MIT Press in 2013. 

                                                           
2 Cameraless photography has both an interesting history and is something more and more photographers are 
interested in exploring. Two good books on the subject are: Emanations: The Art of the Cameraless Photograph 
(Geoffrey Batchen, Prestel, 2016), and Shadow Catchers: Cameraless Photography (Martin Barnes, Merrell 
Publishers, 2012). 
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Ways of creating abstract images | Examples 
 
Abstract images can be created in a near infinite number of ways, using essentially any 
method that allows an image to be manipulated in some way. Here are a few specific 
techniques you may find useful, and which you can refine and improve upon as you discover 
what works best for you.   
 
Direct Capture 
 
By far, the easiest way of creating abstract images is to “see” and capture them directly. For 
example, one of my favorite images from a few years back was captured (almost too easily!) 
just outside a hotel room my wife and I were staying at in Athens, Greece. As I was waiting 
for my wife to emerge from our room before we left for lunch, I noticed a wall with some 
very thick semi-translucent glass, through which I could see beautifully distorted views of 
the houses across the street from our hotel. Had I been in too much of a hurry, and/or had 
the light not been right, I would have missed capturing this abstract: 

 

 
s5-i2 

 
I “saw” the following image − an overhead shot of the geometry of form, light, and shadow 
on the ceiling − while sitting with my oldest son at a local DMV waiting for his name to be 
called for his driver’s permit test (it was captured with my iPhone): 
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Cropping 
 
The simplest technique to use after an image is captured is cropping, and/or deleting (or 
selectively “healing”) parts of an image using the appropriate tools in Photoshop or other 
image manipulation program). Of course, cropping can − and ought! − be done in-camera, 
as you are composing an image. But it is sometimes impossible to include and exclude 
everything you wish in-camera alone. The general idea (whether before or after image 
capture) is to include only those parts of an image that contribute to it being an “abstract” 
image. How do you know which parts to exclude? If it provides an explanation of, or clue 
about, what the image is really about, if it sets the scale for the image, or if its presence 
detracts from the “abstract” core of the image, eliminate it. Remember, the lesser the 
degree of focus on the physical thing that is actually depicted in the image, the better. 
Keeping anything that tends to focus a viewer’s attention on the thing rather than away 
from it (and toward elements such as form, color, texture, etc.), will tend to render the 
image as less abstract. 
 
This image of peeling paint (my homage to Aaron Siskind) works as an “abstract” because 
I’ve cropped out the window that sits a few inches to its left in the full image: 
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s5-i4 

 

As another example, consider this image, captured a few years ago while I was waiting for a 
light to change at a local intersection in our neighborhood: 
 

 
s5-i5 

 

Can you guess what it is? The “object” in the image is a section of an old painted sign on the 
road, but which has been cropped to show only the cracks in the ground (along with one 
stray pebble, every so perfectly positioned). Had I chosen to keep a bit more of the “real” 
image, the boundary between the white paint of the sign and black asphalt along the top 
and bottom would have revealed one clue, and the curb on the right would have revealed 
another. Both would have rendered the image as much more so obviously representational 
than my cropped image shown above. 
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Movement 
 
Motion of any kind, whether “out there” in the world that is captures with a stationary 
camera, or “in the camera” (whereby the camera is moved as you take an exposure of an 
unmoving object or landscape − try panning and/or tilting the camera as you press the 
shutter!) can be used to reduce clutter and visual information in an image, thereby injecting 
an abstract quality into your picture. A simple example is photographing ripples in water, 
with the caveat that your exposure time should be fast enough to capture whatever details 
are in the reflection, but slow enough to render them not obviously recognizable. You may 
need to experiment a bit, but the reward for your effort will be some wonderful 
abstractions: 
 

 
s5-i6 

 
Getting closer (or farther away) 
 
As we move in closer to an object, perhaps by using a macro lens (though that is not a 
requirement), details that are normally invisible to us may appear and be used to our 
advantage in creating abstractions. We can then play with different compositions under 
various lighting conditions to find images that are most appealing. The trick, as always, is to 
first find the “object” for which getting closer pays dividends. Here is a short story of how I 
chanced upon such an object a few years ago, and whose discovery − and subsequent 
abstract experimentation with − resulted in a portfolio publication in the photography 
magazine, Lenswork. 
 
Because of my training as a physicist, my approach to photography has always been 
somewhat cerebral. Of course, my mind is certainly clear of equations while I shoot, and my 
“trigger finger” is driven more by intuition than math; but I just as often find myself 
analyzing the Whys and Meanings of a shot, with something approaching a clinical 
precision, even as the shutter is clicking. I suppose it is the price I pay for having a decidedly 
left-brain “day job.” So naturally, my cerebral side is almost always the one that guides me 
from shot to shot, and decides what new projects to start. Almost, but – happily – not 
always.  
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My family and I were sitting down to dinner one fateful autumn evening. Nothing out of the 
ordinary; indeed, one might even say, intimately banal. The furthest thought from my mind 
at that moment — at the end of a long photo-safari day, during which I took many soon-to-
be-forgotten photos of rocks-and-water at a local park — was “analyzing” the mathematical 
pros and cons of possible new projects to start. All I wanted to do was eat. But, as my fork 
was about to pierce the skin of a potato, my wife nonchalantly placed two old small acrylic 
candle holders (that were given to us years ago as a wedding gift, but which I had never 
really “seen”) on the table, and reached for a match to light the candles. A cliched phrase 
aptly describes my reaction: I see! To say that the creative fire that instantly stirred within 
my photographic eye upon intuiting the limitless compositional possibilities of the “worlds 
within worlds” of trapped air bubbles alone sufficed to ignite the candles that evening may 
be a slight exaggeration. But it is a fact that these two humble holders (1) left me dinnerless 
that night (as, without a word, I rushed headlong for my tripod, hardly even giving a 
thought to the morsels of meat and potato still dangling from my beard), and (2) completely 
consumed my photographic attention for the next two months, as I zealously explored the 
magical universe that unfolded before my macro lens. 

 

 
s5-i7 

 
Random patterns 
 

Another way of creating abstracts is to generate a large set of related but random patterns 
of some kind, and select those that are particularly appealing to you (presumably those 
images whose random graphical elements are arranged in an aesthetically pleasing way). 
I’ve already mentioned the example of just pointing your camera at random sections of 
asphalt on your driveway to look for “interesting” patterns. But there are obviously no limits 
to what you can focus your camera on: leaves, clouds, sand, waves, reflections, and − in the 
example at the top of the next page − paint splotches on rubber tires. 
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Digital manipulation 
 

Sometimes it is not enough to find (or crop) an image “out there” in the real world, and it 
takes a bit of work to render it sufficiently “abstract.” Of course, the greater the required 
effort (or thought), the likelier it is that we will complicate, not simplify, our photography. In 
my case, I tend to keep my digital manipulations to an absolute minimum, focusing on very 
basic processing tools such as tonal variation, (local and global) contrast, noise control, and 
sharpening.  
 
For “abstraction” I seldom do little beyond deliberately reversing tones; i.e., rendering light 
tones dark, and dark light. For those of you familiar with the “Curves” command in 
Photoshop or Paint Shop Pro, simply drag one corner of the curve (say, the one at bottom 
left, which nominally maps black − luminosity value = 0 − to black) all the way to the top (so 
that black is now mapped to white, with luminosity value = 255), and the opposite corner 
(top right) all the way to the bottom (bottom right). While nothing else is changed in any 
image to which this simple command is applied, the tonal reversal is often all it takes to 
inject a bit of mystery into an image that otherwise may appear (or be guessed) as purely 
representational.  
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Here are a few examples: fire, ink, and moonlight reflected in water, respectively. 
 

 
s5-i9 

 

Blurring 
 

Deliberately blurring most, if not all, of the parts of a given composition can be an effective 
way to emphasize the abstract qualities of an image, and take the viewer’s attention away 
from the purely representational aspects. One of my favorite recent (indeed, still ongoing) 
portfolios consists of images in which the depth of field − the part that is in sharp focus − is 
so narrow that nothing (or almost nothing) is in focus; ironically, however, the point of the 
portfolio − my aesthetic focus, if you will − is to use the total blur to evoke the impression 
of an out-of-focus real landscape. I call the series “Synesthscapes,” and have more to say 
about it in a stand-alone essay (a link to this essay is provided on the workshop page for this 
session, along with additional links to images from this portfolio that were published in 
Lenswork magazine a few years ago, and an audio interview I did with the editor of 
Lenswork, Brooks Jensen, about the process of creating them). Image s5-i10: 
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Minimalist Photography 
 
Though it is hard to define an entire class of “minimalist” images (the range of images that 
fall into this set is far too broad to pigeon hole), generally speaking this class of images 
includes those that: (1) have large areas of negative space (that is, empty regions devoid of 
any subject of interest, and in which there is no obvious point of focus), (2) relatively 
subdued color palettes (typically with no more than a few colors, and even then with 
minimal dissonance, or, most commonly, monochromatic), and (3) whatever subjects are in 
the image are usually small, well-defined, and have strong, sharp transitions that separate 
them from the background. It almost goes without saying that minimalist images are 
seldom “complex,” though creating such images takes some skill and considerable practice. 
Because they are so simple, every potential distraction − a tonal imbalance here, a barely 
discernable detail over there − may throw off an entire composition. Perhaps the most 
difficult concept for beginning photographers to embrace is that of negative space as a 
palpably real compositional element in its own right. Evoking a sense of Tao and Zen (recall 
our discussion in Session #3), the absence of a thing may often be as real as the thing itself. 
As far as aesthetic composition is concerned, clearly defined areas of white (as in pictures of 
snow) and black (as in deep shadows) are as “real” as physical objects, and have just as 
much say in what either makes or breaks a composition. One of best practitioners of the 
“minimalist” art in photography is Michael Kenna (http://www.michaelkenna.net/). 
 
A few reeds in a pond, along with their reflections and just a hint of what is under water, 
make for a lovely minimalist image. Note that it is virtually impossible to find such an image 
when we are not receptive to it! A gentle reminder that the cultivation of simplicity in 
photography begins not with the camera but a quiet inner state of mind. Image s5-i11: 
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Because of the sparsity of focal points of interest, minimalist images usually work well as 
abstracts. In the reeds example, even though we know precisely what we are looking at, 
and the image is strictly representational, since there is literally nothing that distracts from 
the purity of seeing reeds alone in the water, the image transforms into something abstract. 
At the same time, had the reeds not been arranged in the image exactly as they appear − if 
say, only the center reed was visible (with the other reeds either cropped out or digitally 
deleted), the smaller group of reeds in the lower right excluded, or the water rendered 
completely white (thus removing the “hint” of what happens beneath the surface) − the 
resulting image would have been (in my opinion) far less interesting and much less 
successful. To emphasize, because there are so few elements to work with, by design, the 
photographer must therefore be that much more cognizant of applying the compositional 
rules she has learned to intuit. 
 

Here is a slightly “busier” minimalist image that adds tonal gradation and an extra (albeit 
blurred) composition element or two: 
 

 
s5-i12 

 

Although there is “detail” in this image (compared to the reeds example), it still works as 
both a minimalist and abstract photograph. Obviously taken on a fog-ridden day (arguably 
among the best possible conditions in which to capture minimalist images!), the trees and 
shoreline in the distance are rendered simply as tones. The wispy white highlight that spans 
the width of the image and juts out from the shoreline is a critical compositional element on 
par with the trees and reeds; yet, objectively speaking, it is only light, not substance. The 
minimalist abstraction has rendered an otherwise ethereal element as real. 
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What are the best ways of seeing and capturing minimalist abstractions?  Apart from being 
at − or getting yourself into − the right time and place (I made a special point of stopping by 
a local park on the way to work one day with camera and tripod in hand as soon as I noticed 
a strong fog while getting into my car in the morning!), look for anything with an obvious 
contrast of tones and forms. Monochrome works especially well for obvious reasons, so 
having a facility with converting from color to black and white in Photoshop is a plus (for 
those of you interested and who never done that before I can certainly provide a simple 
tutorial). Color works just as well, provided (as alluded to earlier) that it is used sparingly 
and appears only as an element of composition (e.g., as an “area of color”) and/or to 
provide or enhance contrast with other elements of the composition. For example, here is a 
minimalist/abstract sunset that consists effectively of four graphical elements:  a band of 
orange, a horizontal strip of black, an “area of blue,” and an “area of black.”  
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As with the reeds, and because of the simplicity of the composition, knowing what you are 
looking at does not detract from seeing it as an abstraction. We’ll get to how to produce the 
silky smooth water in a moment (see below). The picture at the top of the next page gives 
another example of the use of color in minimalism, this time not as a solid block of color but 
as a gently varying “tonal field.” These two examples underscore two technical ways that 
you can use to capture these kinds of images: (1) long exposures (the “silky smooth” water 
part), and (2) macro photography (that allows you to zoom in particularly close to your 
object). While I cannot do justice to either technique in the short space I have available here 
(or time in the workshop), for those of you who are new to either technique, here is a quick 
primer. Neither technique is particularly challenging; nor does either require the use of 
special equipment (though it does sometimes help). 
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Long exposures are just that; i.e., exposures significantly longer than the old “sunny 16 rule” 
(i.e., an exposure time of about 1/100 sec at f/16 on a sunny day). Here, “significantly 
longer” means any exposure that is long enough to render whatever is moving in your 
picture to appear smooth. If these moving parts happen to be gently lapping waves on a 
beach at dusk or sunset, the light may already be low enough for the “correct” exposure 
(say, a few seconds; in the example above, I used a 10 sec exposure) so that you can just 
take the picture as any other (provided you’ve steadied your camera with a tripod!). If the 
light is not low (or is bright enough for your camera to suggest exposures on the order of 
fractions of a second), you may need a neutral density filter (NDF). An NDF reduces the 
intensity of light (equally, for all wavelengths), thereby increasing the effective exposure 
time as the amount of reduction increases. NDFs are typically rated by the number of "f-
stops"-worth of light reduction they impose. For example, if a “normal” exposure at f/8 is, 
say, 1/500 sec, then a "2 f-stop" NDF will increase the exposure to 1/125 sec (at the same 
aperture); and an "4-stop" NDF will further increase it to 1/30 sec. I always carry at least 
two NDFs in my bag, one 3f-stop and one 6f-stop. The range is important, for it allows me to 
“see,” say, a stream of water, as anything from a “frozen” state (using a “normal” fast 
exposure), to a delicate blur (for exposure times between 1/4 to 1 sec), to cloud-like 
ethereal “abstractions” (for exposures times greater than 5 sec or more). If you happen to 
be “seeing” minimalist abstract possibilities in daylight (remember, overcast days are better 
than sunny ones, and fog is best!), and stuff is moving in your view, you may need to invest 
in an NDF or two. If you have a DSLR whose lenses are threaded, just note the diameter and 
purchase an NDF of the same size. Many (but not all) point-and-shoot cameras also have 
threaded lenses, so consult the manual that came with your camera. If your photography is 
limited to using your camera’s phone, your only option is to find an application that allows 
you to manually set the exposure setting. However, because most camera phones have very 
small sensors, keep in mind that digital noise may be excessive in long exposure shots. 
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Macro photography (such as what I used to create the “tonal field” color example at the top 
of the previous page, or the monochrome closeup of a part of another flower shown below) 
is another technique that deserves much time and effort to get right. While it is certainly 
true that the best results are typically achieved with a dedicated macro lens (or a normal 
lens that has a macro capability built-in), having such a lens is far from necessary. Macro is 
just a fancy term for “getting closer to your subject” (and blurring anything that isn’t the 
object of focus). Since most modern digital cameras have in excess of a dozen or more 
megapixels, cropping a view given by a standard lens is an easy way to “get closer” to 
something without a special lens.  
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When a lens is needed, being a Canon user − I will allow myself to mention something other 
than the pure “art” of photography just this once − I favor Canon’s wonderful 100mm 
macro lens that works both as a standard 100 mm lens and a 1:1 macro lens (meaning that 
it projects a full − one-to-one life size scale − view of the subject on the sensor). Of course, 
Nikon, Sigma, Tamron, and other lens manufacturers all have similarly performing lenses. 
Whatever route you choose, the idea is the same as for other kinds abstract and/or 
minimalist images: strip away everything in an image that is extraneous to the purely 
graphical elements of an image. The fewer “recognizable” parts that remain the better. But 
make sure that the elements that are present are arranged in a harmonious manner (as 
discussed in the previous session). 
 
One last note about finding subjects for minimalism. Recall that in an earlier session we 
discussed Galen Rowell’s “participatory” approach to photography. This is a reminder that 
great images seldom just magically appear (though it is wondrous when it happens!), but 
must be actively sought. Among other things, this means that when you see an opportunity 
for an abstract or minimalist shot, but for which the immediate conditions are not right 
(perhaps the light is off, the wind is too strong or not strong enough, or there are too many 
people milling about), it behooves you to try, and try again, until you get the shot you 
instinctively saw in your mind’s eye. Photography is as much about patience (and 
perseverance) as it is about taking the “quick shot.”  
 
Here is an example of one of my favorite recent minimalist images that was conceived one 
fine spring day (as I chanced upon a gorgeous tree, but knew that this was not the shot I 
wanted), and shot − for real − about 9 months later after a snowfall in winter, when I 
rushed out with my camera knowing that the overcast snow-ridden conditions would 
render a wonderfully minimalist picture.  
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Subject matter ideas for abstracts 
 
Here are some idea to jump start your own abstractions: light (of any kind), shadows, 
clouds, walls, textures, floors, carpets, windows, reflections, books, broken glass, mirrors, 
railings, bridges, bubbles, leaves, glasses, lines, curves, patterns, rocks, sand, parts of 
objects, flowers, water drops (on glass, windows, the recording sides of DVDs), flowing 
water, waves, sand dunes, buildings, stairs, candles, …the list is endless! 
 
The spiritual dimension of abstraction 
 

“The great epoch of the Spiritual which is already beginning, or, in embryonic form ... 
provides and will provide the soil in which a kind of monumental work of art must 
come to fashion.” − Wassily Kandinsky (1866 - 1944) 

 
So prophesied the great Russian painter, Wassily Kandinsky, in his masterful Concerning the 
Spiritual in Art, published in 1914. Since then, of course, and to varying degrees, art has 
been replete with many aspects of the spiritual; indeed, the traditionally religious-centric 
interpretation of the term has on occasion been considerably expanded by art to include 
mysticism, ritual and myth, symbolism, the occult, and pure abstraction. A wonderful book 
−  The Spiritual in Art: Abstract Painting 1890-1985 − that chronicles much of the history of 
spiritual art, and contains many wonderful reproductions of important works, was 
published in 1985 to highlight an exhibit held at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. A 
recent Dover reprint of another classic survey − The Spiritual in Twentieth-Century Art − is 
also available. (Links are provided on the workshop webpage.) 
 
The impact of the “spiritual” on photography is less clear, and has, sadly, less of a clear 
history. To be sure, the spiritual has never been far from photography's best practitioners; 
though not necessarily in overt form. Alfred Steiglitz's Equivalents are nothing if not quiet, 
soulful expressions of an inner reality, and are obviously infused with spirit in the deepest 
sense.  
 
Ansel Adam's portfolio of ostensibly “grand sweeping vistas” filled with Wagnerian-scale 
drama, are both creative affirmations of everything that is beautiful “out there,” beyond the 
artist behind the lens, and of the poetic soul yearning desperately for a way to better 
communicate the transcendent beauty it sees on the inside. Adams' quest was a 
quintessentially spiritual one, much more so than merely aesthetic; a quest that is, 
regrettably (and profoundly erroneously, in my view), all-too-quickly dismissed by some 
latter-day photographers as a product of “vision-less” Zone-system technobable and 
attention to irrelevant minutiae of craft. Many of Minor White's best works can be 
compared to those of Kandinsky, in the sense that both artists (used their respective media 
to) point a way toward a radically new grammar for spiritual expression. And Carl 
Chiarenza's visionary explorations of the “inner landscape” have been available for all to 
“see” for decades. 
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Still more recently, I've encountered the works of spiritually inclined artists such as Doug 
Beasley, Nicholas Hlobeczy, John Daido Loori, Deborah Dewit Marchant, and Jerry Wolfe, 
who each in their own way, pay homage to the spirit of Steiglitz's equivalents, and use their 
photography to reveal otherwise invisible realms of the soul. (Not surprisingly, Hlobeczy, 
Loori, and Wolfe all worked with Minor White.) 
 
But, while there are plenty of contemporary photographers and artists whose work is very 
spiritual in nature, there is little evidence to suggest that “spiritual photography” (at least in 
the sense I mean here) is emerging − or has ever emerged, for that matter! − as a bona-fide 
movement in photography. Kudos to people like Christine Cote and her efforts to provide a 
haven for spiritually inclined artists with Stone Voices magazine (now merged with Still 
Points Arts Quarterly) and Shanti Arts in general. But, if books such as reGeneration: 50 
Photographers of Tomorrow (published, ironically, by Aperture, a magazine founded by 
Minor White and Ansel Adams) are true indicators of the direction in which photography is 
currently “moving,” that direction is visibly leading away from, rather than anywhere near, 
spirit. Deliberately staged images that shock and pound the senses into a surrealistic (and 
often numbingly ugly) unreality seem to be the norm; pictures that invite a quiet meditation 
or that simply, but sincerely, ask, “Is this not beautiful?” are rarely seen today − and when 
they do appear, are routinely scorned by critics as unimportant "pretty pictures" that 
convey no lasting meaning. I hope I am wrong, for to move away from spiritual expression 
is, in my opinion, to move away from the most meaningful connection we have to the 
spiritual world − which is our essential wellspring of existence − as physical beings. Severing 
this connection, even if only implicitly by focusing our collective artistic / photographic 
energies onto more “sterile” − and spiritually inert − aspects of the world, means we must 
face the specter of losing ourselves in (or devolving backwards to) the merely physical. 
 

“The work of art is born of the artist in a mysterious and secret way. From him it gains 
life and being. Nor is its existence casual and inconsequent, but it has a definite and 
purposeful strength, alike in its material and spiritual life. It exists and has power to 
create spiritual atmosphere; and from this inner standpoint one judges whether it is a 
good work of art or a bad one. If its “form” is bad it means that the form is too feeble 
in meaning to call forth corresponding vibrations of the soul… The artist is not only 
justified in using, but it is his duty to use only those forms which fulfill his own need… 
Such spiritual freedom is as necessary in art as it is in life.” − Wassily Kandinsky 

 
For me, photography − all creative art forms − are languages of the transcendent. They 
represent a way for gifted “seers” − otherwise known as “artists” − to remind the rest of us 
that none of us are merely creatures of the flesh. We will expand considerably on this 
theme in the concluding session of the workshop, as we come full circle and reflect on how 
a lifelong journey of pointing our cameras at things “out there” ultimately reveals the 
deepest truths “in here.” In searching the world for things to photograph, we discover 
ourselves. 
 

“That which you are seeking is doing the seeking.” — St. Francis of Assisi. 
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• Exercise S5-1: Look at abstraction and minimalism on the web 
 
Spend some serious time (an hour or two) perusing the work of photographers and artists 
whose work you admire, along with discovering the work of new artists. You can start the 
links I provided earlier (I’ve also posted them on our workshop webpage), but I urge you to 
just go exploring on your own. Another idea is to go to self-publishing sites like blurb and 
lulu and search on keywords like abstracts and minimalism. Make a mental note of the kind 
of images with which you resonate most strongly. What is it about them that touches you, 
while other kinds of images leave you cold, or are simply “uninteresting”? 
 

• Exercise S5-2: Finding abstractions in the world 
 
Now, go out and use your camera (and lens) to find abstracts. Do what you need to do to 
frame the abstract in your camera’s view. Minimize − better yet, eliminate completely, if 
you can −  the need for any selective cropping in Photoshop. Get close, move farther away, 
use different lenses (if you have a zoom lens, it will come in handy here, but is certainly not 
necessary). As you frame and compose, remember that the easier it is for someone to 
recognize some object(s) in your photograph, the less “abstract” it will appear.  simple rule: 
Focus on geometry, pattern, texture, form, and tone. Look for lines, curves, light and 
shadow, boundaries, color, and anything else except obviously recognizable things. Try to 
come up with as many different examples as possible.  
 

• Exercise S5-3: Creating abstracts from non-abstractions  
 
Now take “normal” pictures (of anything conventionally representational) that you wish − 
i.e., pictures of anything that is obviously something, but just as obviously not abstract (still 
lifes, landscapes, portraits, street scenes, whatever subject matter interests you at the 
moment) − but do so with an eye toward creating at least one abstract from those pictures 
by a cropping away everything that takes a viewer’s attention away from geometry and 
graphic design alone.3 Again, come up with as many examples as you can, and for as large a 
variety of subject matter as possible. Don’t just take the larger (uncropped) photo for the 
sake of cropping out some smaller scene you saw as an abstract. The larger picture should 
stand on its own as an image worth taking.  
 
This exercise is far more challenging than the first, in that it is designed to make you see the 
world in multiple layers: things within things, compositions within compositions, and images 
within images. While the usual form of a well-known adage may be “A picture is worth a 
thousand words,” the deeper truth is that “A picture contains within itself a thousand 
more.” Photographers, as keen observers of the world, need to be particularly receptive to 
the richness and nested complexities of everything around us (you knew I was going to 
weave in “complexity” eventually, now didn’t you?). As you become attuned to the ubiquity 

                                                           
3 Taking a panorama of a wall filled with a dozen works of abstract art hanging in some local gallery, and cropping 
out each of the works as “abstracts” obviously does not count 😉😉 
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of multiple types of images (abstract, representational, minimalist, etc.) simultaneously 
existing alongside and nested among each other, on multiple levels, in everything around 
you, you will be able to “see” far more deeply into your visual and aesthetic surroundings 
than ever before. As for the exercise itself, we will see whose images are the hardest to 
deduce the uncropped (representational) forms of when viewing the abstracts alone, and 
who can generate the greatest number of “abstracts” from a single representational image.  

 
 

The goal of this penultimate session is just to have some fun discovering ways of finding and 
“seeing” abstractions. I look forward to seeing and discussing the fruits of your labors on 
our Facebook workshop page. 
 
 
Postscript 
 
There is an amusing story I once heard about Brett Weston (1911 - 1993), the second of 
Edward Weston's sons and, of course, an accomplished photographer in his own right. 
Brett, who like his dad, spent most of his time taking photographs in California (in places 
like Point Lobos and Big Sur), was one day invited by a friend to join him on a trip to Europe. 
Agreeing to go, after some cajoling, Brett and his friend visited Ireland, then Scotland, and 
later London. But Brett's eye, perhaps even more so than his father's, was tuned strongly 
toward abstraction (see link on our workshop page). Thus, despite traveling though some of 
the most beautiful landscapes on the planet before arriving in London, Brett had not once 
pulled out his camera to take pictures! “And what did he eventually come home to 
California with?”, you may be wondering. Why, rust, of course! Brett had been so 
mesmerized by a patch of rust on the London bridge, that on one of the very last days of 
their trip, he finally whipped out his camera and spent several hours in photographic 
ecstasy, exploring nothing but a small dilapidated metal plate. Such is the “eye” of an 
abstract photographer 😊😊 
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Your Inner Gift: Cultivating the Art of Simplicity in Photography 
 

Session 6:  Photography as a Path Toward Self-Discovery 
 

“And you? When will you begin that long journey into yourself?”  Rumi (1207 1273) 
 

True photography, as a creative medium meant to express (and only rarely just to impress) 
requires a lifetime of dedication, practice and patience. In an age of ready access to all kinds 
of photo gear, from low end to high, and near instant self-gratification with “Wow, another 
stunning shot!” tweets from friends and family admiring our constant stream of 
smartphone image uploads, it is easy to forget that. The result is not an immediate, but 
ultimately short-lived, reward; rather, it is a slow, meditative, Zen-like journey toward self-
discovery. 
 
I was reminded of this several years ago, upon publication of my first Lenswork portfolio 
(Micro Worlds, see essay for session 5). In adherence to Lenswork’s policy, I submitted a 
series of images woven around a single theme (a practice that, not quite by coincidence, I 
had been slowly evolving to on my own). After showing the published portfolio to my mom, 
she asked a disarmingly simple question: “Andy, these photos are lovely, but why do you 
take so many pictures of the same thing?” 
 
My immediate reply was honest but shallow. I told her that individual images were 
inadequate to fully express what I wanted to communicate about what I was seeing and 
feeling. My mom, who is not used to shallow answers about art, having lived with an artist 
(my dad) for as long as I can remember, called me on my flippant reply, and probed for 
something deeper. I tried again: “I don’t think in terms of individual images anymore; and 
when I see a subject that interests me, I want to explore it more, with multiple exposures 
and viewpoints.” In some ways, of course, that was worse than my first answer. And my 
mom immediately countered with: “Andy, now that you’ve restated my question, how about 
explaining why you don’t think in terms of individual images anymore?” Though I had no 
meaningful reply, I realized that my mom had unwittingly revealed a meta-pattern shift in 
the gestalt of my photography at that time, one that I had not yet worked through on a 
cognitive level. The fact is that I did not then (those few years ago, when my mom asked her 
question), and do not today, find the same pleasure in capturing that “indelibly special 
image” as I did when I was first starting out in photography about 40 years ago. I need 
something more. This essay is a stab at communicating (mostly in words) the stages of 
development that, I suspect, almost all photographers go through if they stick with 
photography long enough, which culminates not in the preternaturally magnificent final 
image (as all of us once aspired to when starting out), but a quiet, solemn revelation of our 
deepest selves.  
 
While my notes contain the germs of ideas for “stages of artistic evolution” whose numbers 
range from only a few to more than a dozen, I eventually settled on eight steps, with 
perhaps a semi-conscious nod to the Eightfold Way of the Buddha. 
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Stage 1: Joyful snapshots of anything and everything. What is the first thing anyone who 
gets a new toy wants to do? Play with it, of course. See what it can do, learn how to use it, 
and just have some fun with it. The beginning photographer doesn’t really care about 
anything other than taking pictures of whatever strikes her fancy: pictures of their dog or 
cat, snapshots of their friends, their own reflection, a tree, a street, a baseball game, 
whatever. Everyone begins somewhere and that “somewhere” for photographers is a joyful 
– and unabashedly indiscriminate – expression of a newfound tool that takes pictures. In a 
basic sense, anyone who is alive and is the least bit curious about the world and is given a 
camera, or any other artistic tool, instantly becomes a step-1 photographer. 
 

Stage 2: A passive stirring of aesthetic value. As the photographer evolves from step one to 
step two, she still takes images of anything and everything that strikes her fancy but now 
finds that certain objects draw a deeper attention than others. Her gaze still falls on most 
everything that surrounds her, but her embryonic photographer’s “eye” begins to discern 
that aesthetic value is not uniformly distributed throughout the environment. Certain 
scenes, and “special” things, draw her eye more than others. But the second stage 
photographer is still mostly passive, tentatively reacting to aesthetic stimuli as they appear 
and are recognized, but still largely undiscerning as to their relative merit and eager to “take 
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in as much as possible.” The step-2 photographer creates pictures in which others recognize 
that certain things are given more or less visual weight than others; but – because the step-
2 photographer is still only a “beginner” – the pictures themselves are not necessarily as 
aesthetically pleasing as they could be. 
 

Stage 3: Willful engagement of the environment. The transition from step two to step 
three is both difficult to see “from the outside” (for observers of the photographer’s inner 
journey) and dramatic (as experienced directly by the photographer). The transition occurs 
when the photographer finds herself discontent with the merely passive capture of objects, 
and instead, now actively seeks objects she deems “interesting.” She has started to 
categorize the world according to her own unique measure(s) of lesser and greater 
aesthetic value. Objects (or places, or people, or activity) that the stage-three photographer 
holds in high regard become beacons in the environment that immediately attract the 
photographer’s attention. If the photographer finds trees of particular interest, for example, 
she is no longer content with leaving a park with a “few stray shots of trees,” but now 
deliberately searches for as many different kinds of trees as she can find.  
 

The stage-three photographer begins to learn what she values most, and then goes out 
looking for it. She is also better able to use her skills to express why what she “saw” was so 
special to her. 
 

 
S6-i2 
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Stage 4: Recognition of the power of expression. The transition between step three and 
step four is marked by a gradual recognition of the power of using photography – 
traditionally, a print, but nowadays encompassing myriad forms – to express not the object 
itself, but what draws the photographer’s attention to the object. In practical terms, this 
means that the stage four photographer is concerned less with depicting trees merely as 
objects of interest (in keeping with our “tree” example) – being quite happy to display a set 
of “shots of pretty trees” that are otherwise unremarkable in any way – and more with 
finding the one shot (and the one resulting print) that best expresses to others why the 
photographer loves to photograph trees. This subtle (and not so easy) transition represents 
a very significant worldview shift, as well as a shift in artistic sensibility. Indeed, many 
photographers, myself included, find themselves stuck at the cusp between steps 3 and 4 
for years, as they patiently explore ways to express feeling.  
 
Making matters even more difficult is that the stage 3-4 transition involves a gradual 
recognition of – and increased attention to – two different worlds of reality and expression: 
(1) Attention to using a print to isolate the tree as it appears to us, as an otherwise 
embedded feature of the external environment, and (2) Attention to using post-capture 
tools (either in a traditional or digital darkroom) to properly express the most important 
features of the tree as captured in a photograph. This distinction is both subtle and deep. It 
is meaningful only insofar as the stage-4 photographer realizes there is an important 
aesthetic difference between using tools to render differences between trees and their 
environment (in order to “make them stand out” better from the surrounding clutter), and 
using tools to selectively render the inner parts of a given photograph. Stage 4 is when the 
photographer gets the first inkling to dodge, to burn, and make other tonal changes to an 
image. The slow and careful learning, nurturing, and refining of these skills can (and often 
does) take years, if not decades, to develop fully. 
 
Stage 5: One picture is not enough. Sooner or later, every photographer yearns to go 
beyond the “image”; to go beyond just showing a single picture, or at most a few prints, of 
some subject the photographer holds dear. More effort and greater care is put into every 
single capture, and its attendant post-capture processing; and more and more finished 
prints are deemed “worthy to show others” by the photographer. But the stage-5 
photographer also grows increasingly dissatisfied over what she is beginning to perceive as 
“too shallow” an expression of an inner vision that is slowly trying to make its own voice 
heard. “I like this tree,” she finds herself thinking more and more often, “but, by itself, it 
says little about why I love taking pictures of trees.”  
 
She continues, “Each of my trees is lovely, and I’m proud to show them to others, but I’m 
somehow missing the bigger picture. It is as though each picture is but a chapter in some 
book not yet assembled.” The photographer may not yet quite know what this nascent 
book is, or have any idea what form it will eventually take, but her aesthetic eye is being 
stirred to higher levels. The stage-5 photographer no longer thinks (or “sees”) in terms of 
individual pictures; but is uncertain about how to use them to construct an artful narrative. 
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Stage 6: Need to tell a story. Inevitably, the photographer becomes interested in not just 
putting together a set of assorted – but only marginally related – prints (as in collections of 
“best of” shots), but in carefully crafting and sequencing the images in a portfolio of prints 
to tell a specific story. If the original interest was, say, trees, the photographer now wishes 
to move beyond her ever-growing collection of “individual trees,” to a new form of 
expression designed to reveal both how “sets of trees” are related, and a bit of the process 
by which the photographer’s perception and expression of her general “love of trees” has 
itself evolved over time.  
 

The stage-6 photographer thus naturally steps away from prints as prints (even if they are 
otherwise a part of a larger collection), and focuses increasingly on portfolios of interrelated 
images. It is no longer enough to just find that one “good” or “best” image – even though all 
photographers are always happy to find it; the photographer now first thinks in terms of 
sets of mutually interrelated collections of images. Ideally, each image stands on its own 
and compliments and/or enhances all of the others. In more practical terms, the 
photographer now wishes to express a deeper aesthetic experience of trees in general, as 
exemplified, perhaps, by a selection of personally meaningful images captured in a favorite 
park, or accrued over several weeks or months (or years) even as the photographer 
explores other subjects and themes.  
 

The stage-6 photographer’s attention has moved from “pictures” to projects; motivated by 
a growing desire to tell stories. 
 

Stage 7: Stories of Stories. The penultimate step typically appears only when a 
photographer has attained a certain level of aesthetic maturity; by which time a meaningful 
body of work – consisting mostly of portfolios (though “individually meaningful” images still 
pop up from time to time) – has naturally emerged.  
 

Each portfolio has both a story to tell, and is an element of an as-yet unrevealed and 
unrealized deeper narrative, of which the stage-7 photographer hears the first faint 
murmurs. The emerging “story of stories” concerns the truths of the world “out there,” as 
revealed to the photographer through her lifetime’s worth of aesthetic judgments as to 
what to shoot, what to keep, how to express, what to show, and what to sequence into 
portfolios. The photographer begins to appreciate certain universal truths by examining the 
aesthetic order that she has “imposed” on the world by her growing body of work. By 
studying her own portfolio of portfolios – as though her life’s work was itself a “world” open 
to capture with an aesthetic eye and camera – the photographer discovers universal truths 
about the world itself. 
 

In my own case, I have glimpsed some of the feelings associated with a stage-7 worldview 
by looking inward to my motivation for creating a “portfolio of portfolios” called Sudden 
Stillness. Sudden Stillness consists of four interwoven portfolios called Chaos, Order, 
Complexity, and Entropy.1 The subtitle of the book conveys the deeper meaning behind – 

                                                           
1 Originally the winning entry in the U.K. B&W Magazine sponsored book contest in 2007, and a later extended 
version self-published through Blurb: http://store.blurb.com/ebooks/54423-sudden-stillness 
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and reason for the specific sequencing of – the images: Visual Echoes of Timeless Rhythms. 
Collectively, the four portfolios weave a story about the fundamental rhythmic patterns 
that regulate the world (from this one photographer’s point of view). The stage-7 
photographer thus uses her own work – consisting now mostly of nested stories of stories – 
to transcend art for art’s sake and begin addressing deeper and universal themes and issues 
regarding the order of the world around her.  
 
Art is no longer concerned solely with the here and now – for its own sake, and regarding 
limited sets of objects, themes, and contexts – but assumes an added dimension of seeking 
a transcendent truth about the nature of the world itself. And part of that truth is revealed 
– to the photographer – by the photographer’s own organic body of work. 
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Stage 8: Self-discovery. Step-8 is not all that different from step-7, at least outwardly, and if 
measured objectively, in terms of the photographer’s physical output (of the number and 
type of images and prints produced). The stage-8 photographer still typically produces 
portfolios of portfolios, still diligently practices her art, relentlessly striving toward 
perfection, and delights with each new “beautiful print” as though it was her first. But the 
photographer shows no outward sign of doing anything different from the stage-7 
photographer. Indeed, paradoxically, the stage-8 photographer may appear to others as 
stuck on a plateau (albeit an artistically very high one), and no longer willing, or able, to 
grow as an artist.  
 
However, something fundamental has changed in the way the photographer understands 
and interprets her own work that is invisible to anyone but the photographer at first. In the 
same way as the stage-7 photographer uses her art to uncover truths about the world, the 
stage-8 photographer discovers truths about her own soul. The world, and the 
photographer’s own work, have both come full circle: the world revealed through a 
photographer’s vision and the photographer’s artful expression of her feelings about the 
world uncovering the depths of the photographer herself. Seer and seen become one; the 
seen brings the seer back to self. 
 

 
S6-i4 
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None of the details above matter; you may or may not pass through any of these stages, 
and your art will be just as real and vital if you never move much beyond stage 1. But you 
are forging your path! 
 

And so, we have come full circle in this workshop, starting with the quote that appeared in 

the first session  but which at the time may have seemed more whimsy than inspired  
and to which your reaction now, after pondering and musing on the many artful and 
metaphysical subjects we have covered in this workshop, I can only hope is more closely 
aligned to mine whenever I see these words; namely, a veritable awe of how profound an 
ineffable truth Borges has managed to convey using such hauntingly spare but beautiful 
language: 
 

“A man sets out to draw the world.  
As the years go by, he peoples a space with images of 

provinces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes, 
rooms, instruments, stars, horses, and individuals. 

A short time before he dies, he discovers 
that the patient labyrinth of lines 

traces the lineaments of his own face.”  

 Jorge Luis Borges (1899 - 1986) 
 

We are what we give our life to; what we spend our creative energies on. We can no more 
escape the inevitability of “finding ourselves” one day (when the “patient labyrinth of lines” 
finally becomes too dense for us to ignore), than we can unrun our shadows. In the end, you 
may argue such things as, “I wanted to take that shot (that I never got around to),” or “I 
could have gotten that shot (had I tried harder or devoted more time),” or “There are 
portfolios that I surely would have created, if only my circumstances were different,” but 

the reality will be  can only be  whatever set of images you actually take in your life. The 
subjects and ideas and emotions and visual narratives and all of the myriad entwined 
combinations of combinations of images that will have been captured by your “eye” and 

camera during your lifetime are vestigial palimpsests  echoes  of the timeless creative 
essence directly responsible for their being: you.  
 

“Whether you are going or staying or sitting or lying down, 
The whole world is your own self. 

You must find out 
Whether the mountains, rivers, grass, and forests 

Exist in your own mind or exist outside it. 
Analyze the ten thousand things, 

Dissect them minutely, 
And when you take this to the limit 

You will come to the limitless. 
When you search into it you come to the end of search. 
Where thinking goes no further and distinctions vanish. 

When you smash the citadel of doubt, 
then the Buddha is simply yourself.” 

 Zen Master Daikaku (1213-1278) 
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 Exercise S6-1: Reflect on your own body of work 
 

It is worth repeating  both to emphasize and to make sure there is no misunderstanding  
that none of the details of you have just read are important. Whether I (or someone else) 
chooses to call it the “Eightfold Way,” “Six Plateaus,” or “12 Steps,” or anything else, the 
journey is the journey. All, or none, of these steps may/may-not apply to your own journey; 
and even if one or more steps of whatever list seem applicable to you, it is far more likely 
than not that they simply describe various aspects of your photography as a whole, and not 
distinct phases of your own journey.  
 

How the list is carved up with internal/external labels will only make sense as the journey 
nears its end (and perhaps not even then). But we are on a journey, as photographers, as 
artists, and as human beings. I have found it instructive  illuminating, even  to every once 
in a while (if I’m in a creative lull, taking a break, or am just in a pensive mood) reflect over 
my body of work. Not as an exercise in self-indulgence, but as a genuinely ruminative tool. 
Since we naturally ride the wave of our own consciousness, our “I,” we are usually in the 
worst possible position (in time) to perceive the myriad ways in which our perceptions of 
the world evolve, from day to day, over the course of weeks, months, and years. While the 
comments and insights of others is invaluable (artists of all kinds love to talk with other 
artists they have known for a long time about their work precisely for this reason), there is 
no substitute for taking stock of one’s own body of work; ideally, an exercise that should be 
repeated multiple times over the course of your life as an artist. 
 

Set aside some time during which you know you will not be interrupted (as you did for 
Zazen; see session 3), take out as old and as complete an archive of your pictures as you 
have on hand or can find  print, digital, or both  and spread out as many photos as you 
can in front you (so that you can take them all in “at a glance”); make a spread on the floor, 
your desk, open up a digital lightbox on your PC, whatever is convenient.  
 

Now, just look; look, reflect, reminisce, …! Recall the moment you took each photo; 
remember what you were doing, who you were with, what you were feeling; assemble the 
images in groups of time, separating your earliest photos, from those, say, a few years or 
decades ago (that represent your “eye” from a time you consider as “way before” this 
moment), and from your most recent images; look for patterns that may distinguish one 
time period from another (of subject matter, places, people, type of photography  B&W vs 
color, landscape vs. street, straight vs. abstract?); look for the ebb-and-flow of themes, how 
you viewed/framed your subjects in different periods; which of the time periods has more 
“one off” shots than others? When did you start taking “multiple shots” of the same “thing” 
or subject, or general theme? When did first try B&W, or color if you started with B&W (as I 
did)? 
 

To the extent that my “Eightfold Way” steps resonate with you and your own creative 
history (if not, make up your own list!), where would you place yourself at this moment? 
What milestones roughly equivalent to the ones I have described above do you remember 
“living through” as an artist? Consider how you might use my/your list to further your 
creative path. We will spend most of the remaining time in this workshop sharing  and 
mutually ruminating about  our respective discoveries about our individual journeys.  
 

“Cultivating the art of simplicity in photography” is, ultimately, synonymous with forging a 
creative path that is uniquely yours. 
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I will conclude this last essay with three “mini essays” that address some basic themes of 

this workshop, but  because they each overlap with one or more specific session themes  
for which there was no natural “slot” to fit them in: 
 

 Essay E1: The lessons that blind photographers can teach us to “see” more deeply 
 

 Essay E2: Sting, Goethe, and the Creative Process 
 

 Essay E3: Is my art any good? 
 
Essay E1: The lessons that blind photographers can teach us to “see” more deeply 
 

***This is a book review I posted on my blog on 18 Jan, 2009*** 
 

Fine-art photography is first-and-foremost a visual language by 
which otherwise hidden truths and meanings - of the world and self 
- are revealed by the observer / artist. As such, it is rarely the case 
that what a photograph shows on its surface is the complete 
"message" that the photographer wishes to communicate. Indeed, 
philosophically speaking, one can say that fine-art photographers 
use images to provide glimpses of a reality that lies behind (and 
beyond) what the images represent, as things-in-themselves. Just as 

letters and words provide the basic units of grammar for literary artists to communicate 
essential truths that have nothing to do with letters and words, so too do light and form 
provide the visual grammar by which photographers reveal fundamental truths of nature 
(and our relationship with it) that have nothing to do with light and form. Art transforms the 
abject banality of sterile rules, internalized through years of rote memorization and 
practice, into an intimate expression of the ineffable. 
 

So, it should come as no great surprise (though, undoubtedly it will) that the blind  yes, the 

blind (!)  have much to teach those of us who are sighted about what real "sight" means. 
The image at the top of this blog entry is of the cover of an extraordinary book called Seeing 
Beyond Sight, lovingly put together by visual artist, Tony Deifell, and published by Chronicle 
Books in 2007. The book collects the works of visually impaired children during a five-year 
program of teaching photography to students at Governor Morehead School for the Blind in 
Raleigh, North Carolina, from 1992 to 1997. The book has a dedicated website;2 and an 
interview with the author is available on YouTube.3 
 
Mr. Deifell quickly addresses the most obvious question: "How can you teach photography 
to the blind?" On a practical level, even though most of the students involved could not see 
light, all of them were able to feel the heat due to light. Moreover, blindness does not 
preclude anyone from achieving a technical understanding of how a camera works, nor of 

learning the rudiments of good imaging technique. The more difficult question to answer  

                                                           
2 http://www.seeingbeyondsight.org/ 
3 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4es4biOmODA 
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and what the book so beautifully explains by showing  is "How can the blind take 
pictures?" In a conventional sense, of course, they cannot; but only if by "taking pictures" 
we mean using the camera to record what they see visually. However, photography, in its 
purest form, is so much more than that. 
 

Alfred Steiglitz, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Minor White  among many other great 

"photographic seers" teach us that the finest photography occurs when we are able to 
(recognize and) capture that special sliver of time during which the boundary between inner 
and outer experiences vanishes. Steiglitz called such photographs equivalents; Cartier-
Bresson referred to the sliver of time as the decisive moment; and Minor White talked often 
of the profound role that spirit plays in photography: 
 

"Be still with yourself until the object of your attention affirms your presence." 

 Minor White (1908 - 1976) 
 

But whatever one chooses to call it, the underlying process  for the photographer  is 
always the same: the camera is merely a mechanical device (and certainly not the only such 
mechanical device, nor even necessarily the best one to use for this purpose!) that serves to 
focus our attention (to pressing the shutter) at precisely the right moment when our inner 
and external experiences align.  
 

"I was thinking that it would be sort of hard for a blind person to take pictures, but 

it's not very hard. You've just got to listen."  John V., student, quoted on page 48 of 
Seeing Beyond Sight 

 

When the "feel is right" - when everything is in its place, when all the compositional 
elements have snapped into their positions, the shadows and forms are just where they all 
must be, and when, for the blind, the warmth of the sunlight on the wall is just so, the wind 
has quieted down, and is no longer heard, the reverberations of distant footsteps are no 
longer felt, and the texture of the floor is just the right mix of smooth and rugged against 
the palm of the hand, then we hit the shutter. 
 
In truth, the sighted photographer responds no more to purely visual stimuli than does the 
blind photographer. All photographers, whether they do so consciously or not (and whether 
they are aware of it or not) depend on all of their senses to reach that wonderful instant 
when the shutter goes "click." One can argue that blind photographers, precisely because 
they do not respond directly to visual stimuli, are actually closer to the core truths and 
realities that lie beyond the light than photographers who must work their way through to 
truth (by brute force, so to speak). 
 
Anyone can take a picture of a tree; because that is what is in front of the camera. It takes 
an artist to use the image of the tree to show you something else about the tree, or 
something else entirely that has nothing do with the tree per se. Since the visually impaired 

photographer has difficulty seeing the tree as a tree  indeed, the blind photographer does 

not see a tree at all  other associations and meanings must necessarily arise that, 
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ultimately, result in some inner train of thought / intuition that concludes with the 
photographer making the camera go click. 
 
Just as I consider color a "distraction" to the purity of forms and tonalities I try to reveal 
with my black and white photographs, I can see how light itself can be a distraction if what I 
am really after is illumination of what light reveals to me (but which I cannot take a picture 

of directly). It is a great irony  paradox even  of photography that it so deeply but 
mechanically depends on something (i.e., light) that is, in fact, rarely the focus of its 
intended message. Even if the light itself is the message (as exemplified by, say, Galen 
Rowell's lifelong artistic pursuits),4 the photograph can only capture the effect that light has 
on whatever environment the photographer has selected to take a picture in, not the light 
in situ. 
 

There is a touching  or, better, an illuminating  story about a blind student named 
Leuwynda, who captured a series of wonderful "abstract" photos of cracks in the sidewalk; 
which she clearly "saw" with her walking cane but which most people are oblivious to. She 
used her photographs as documentary "proof" of the danger that blind students face in 
what most would consider uneventfully "short walks" to class, and sent her images along 
with a letter containing a plea for help to the superintendent. Mr. Deifell muses, on behalf 
of the rest of us "sighted" photographers, about how many "cracks" there are in the world 
that we are essentially all blind to?  
 

"If the lights are off, I can see what I'm doing. " 

 Dain, student, quoted on page 138 of Seeing Beyond Sight 
 

Another student, Josh, produced some soulful photographs of dark, blurry stairs that he 

used to communicate  via metaphor  a dream he had about being lost and wandering 
aimlessly in a snowstorm. Other students started using their growing collections of 
photographs as a means to develop otherwise under-developed communication skills. 
Merlett, for example, was both blind and learning disabled, and found reading and writing 

akin to torture. Photography provided a new  and joyous  language in which she could 
express herself and, as it turned out, tell all the stories she had always wanted to tell others 
but could not do so in a conventional way. 
 
The book contains a short introduction by the author (and teacher), followed by a selection 
of student photographs organized into five sections: (1) distortion, (2) refraction, (3) 
reflection, (4) transparence, and (5) illuminance. It concludes with an afterward, a short 
FAQ, and a summary of where the students who participated in the project are today.  
 

"How do you not cut people's heads off in a photo? 
Just ask the person where they are. " 

 Frances, student, quoted on page 112 of Seeing Beyond Sight 
 

                                                           
4 http://www.mountainlight.com/ 
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For me, the book (and the project on which it is based) is a revelation. Were it not for the 
context in which the images in this book were captured, and the accompanying stories of 
how individual images came to be, one would be tempted to "dismiss" many of the 
photographs as "amateurish" and merit-less as fine-art. And that would be sadly 
unfortunate; for these images go to the heart of human experience and artistic expression. 
They show us what lies beyond the light that illuminates what we take pictures of, and what 
all photographers - with and without the gift of sight - are trying to reveal with their 
photography. 
 

Anybody with a decent camera can take a picture of a crack in the sidewalk  and have the 
image met with blank stares and mutterings of "Yeah, it's a crack in the sidewalk., so what?" 
It takes a blind photographer to so effortlessly use a physical symbol  i.e., a photograph of 
some "thing"  to represent the deeper, inner experience of how "difficult it is to walk to 
class" on a campus built by people who can see. By not being able to see things, the blind 
photographer naturally focuses on using the things that the camera is able to capture to 
show what else things are. And that is what the very best photography has always been 
about. 
 

While I have focused mainly on the philosophical end of the spectrum in this short 
commentary, I would be remiss in not mentioning that I was just as struck about how 
powerful a general learning tool  about self, about world, about learning  the project was 
for the students involved. In some ways, though not quite as "obviously" dramatic, the 
results of the project remind me of Oliver Sacks' Awakenings (though here the 
“awakenings” are more spiritual than physical). 
 

The blind obviously have much to teach us sighted photographers how to really see. They 
teach us to pay attention to all of the little "invisible cracks" in the world, and to not rely 
exclusively on our eyes in doing so. There is no better place to begin the first lesson on this 
journey of illumination  which takes the form of a gentle admonition to just "close your 
eyes"  than to savor the examples in this magnificent book, Seeing Beyond Sight. 
 

Essay E1: Sting, Goethe, and the Creative Process 
 

***This is an essay I posted on my blog on 15 Aug, 2010*** 
 

 
S6-i5 

 

“Basic characteristics of an individual organism: to divide, to unite, to merge into the 
universal, to abide in the particular, to transform itself, to define itself, and as living 
things tend to appear under a thousand conditions, to arise and vanish, to solidify 
and melt, to freeze and flow, to expand and contract....What has been formed is 
immediately transformed again, and if we wish to arrive at a living perception of 
Nature, we must remain as mobile and flexible as the example she sets for us.” 

                                 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749 - 1832) 
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My wife and I recently went to Sting's Symphonicities concert, when his tour stopped by in 
northern Virginia. Apart from enjoying his music (backed by the Royal Philharmonic Concert 
Orchestra), and observing the inevitable aging of his/our generation first hand - there were 
many, many more 40/50/60-somethings at the concert than anyone who can still 
remember pimples on their young faces (my wife recalled the puzzled look on the face of 
our 17 year old baby sitter when she told her where she and I were going for the evening; 
"Sting who?" she asked), the evening gave us a chance to muse on one of the reasons for 
Sting's longevity, and what it may say about the creative process in general. 
 
There are some who have criticized Sting's recent forays into decidedly non-traditionally-
Rock-like music oeuvres (such as with his If On a Winter's Night and Songs From a Labyrinth 
albums). And his most recent Symphonicities album has been described as same-ole / same-
ole embellished with a full orchestra (an overly harsh assessment, IMHO, as much thought 
and craft obviously went into integrating new voices and new accompaniment). Of course, it 
is precisely by continually venturing into new musical territories and challenging himself to 
rework older material that Sting stays a potent musical and creative force. Sting also 
challenges us to consider just who "Sting" (or any artist) really is, and whether being 
content with "sameness" is a form of artistic decay, at best, or artistic irrelevance, at worst. 
 
Ansel Adams, with his piano skills, was fond of comparing the relationship between prints 
and original exposures to performances of scripted musical scores; and was equally fond of 
"reworking" old plates with new techniques or aesthetic sensibilities. The "Ansel Adams" of 
1980 was similar to but not entirely equivalent to the "Ansel Adams" of 1960 or the "Ansel 
Adams" of 1940. Yet we use the same "name" to refer to all three periods, and have a 
mental picture of the "same" Ansel Adams when referring to any of his impermanent 
historical versions. Szarkowski's Ansel Adams at 100 shows a few examples of Ansel's 
evolution as a printer (the difference between Ansel's original and 20+ year-later version of 
his well-known "Mckinley" print are particularly striking). 
 

There is a deeper  philosophical / epistemological  problem lurking here, hidden in a 
seemingly innocuous question: "What is the difference between the 'name' of something 

that is alive  a flower, a pug, an artist, or an artwork  and the 'living being' itself?" Richard 
Feynman, the great physicist, told of an important lesson he was taught as a child. His 
father - a methodical observer of nature - delighted in sharing with his son his voluminous 
mental notes on the rich lives of all the birds that lived in their neighborhood; when they 
came out in the morning, what songs they sang, what food they ate, and so on. All of this 
his father learned on his own, not by reading books, but by carefully watching and listening 
to the birds for years and years.  
 
Young Richard's lifelong lesson came one day when his peers laughed at him for not 
knowing any of the birds' names, something he never learned from his father (who himself 
did not know). His father gently explained to Richard that he actually knew far more about 
the birds than any of his friends: "All your friends know is a jumble of sounds that help them 
point to a particular bird. Only you know who those birds really are!" 
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This holistic approach to "knowing" can be traced back to Goethe's way of doing science, an 
approach which Henri Bortoft (in his masterful work, The Wholeness of Nature: Goethe's 
Way Toward a Science of Conscious Participation in Nature) describes as "dwelling in the 
phenomenon" instead of "replacing it with a mathematical representation." It derives from 
the "simple" observation that living beings are growing, evolving processes that are as much 
"things in themselves" as interconnected components of lesser and greater processes. To 
identify any one state of such a being with the being itself - i.e., by using a "name" to 
designate "what the system is" at some arbitrary time during the course of its evolution 
(such as by taking a picture of a tree in your yard one day and calling it "the tree in my 
yard"; or by taking a picture of the Atlantic ocean from some beach on Long Island - see 

picture above  and calling it the "Atlantic Ocean")  is to miss completely what the being 
really is; namely, an organic instantiation of a continually unfolding dynamic process of 
evolution, metamorphosis, and transformation. 
 
In describing the movement of metamorphosis in the foliage of a flowering plant, 
Friedemann Schwarzkopf (in his The Metamorphosis of the Given: Toward an Ecology of 
Consciousness), suggests that "...if one could imagine a person walking through the snow, 
and leaving the imprints of its feet, but with every step changing the shape of its feet, and if 
one would behold not the trace in the snow, perceptible to the sense-organs of the 
physiological eyes, but the living being that is undergoing change while it is walking, one 
would see with the inner eye the organ of the plant that is producing leaves." 
 
And what of the lesson for the photographer? If only we could see the world as Schwarzkopf 

 and Goethe  suggest we see a plant! The inner creative process that drives what we do 
(why and what we choose to look at, what moves us, what grabs our attention and 
demands to be expressed) is just as much a living force as what we train our lenses on in the 
world at large. I would argue that in order to become better - more impassioned, more 
sincere, more artfully truthful - photographers, requires a more Goethian approach; it 
requires us to learn how to dwell in our subjects. Don't focus on objects or things. Pay 
attention instead to process; and revel in your own transformation as you do so. 
 
Essay E3: Is my art any good? 
 

***This is an essay I posted on my blog on 12 May, 2009*** 
 
“Why do photography?” Or, more generally, “Why do art?” This seemingly "obvious" 
question is anything but obvious; it is also infinitely far from “simple.” Indeed, I would hope 
that most artists never consciously ask it (of themselves); and never use words alone if 
forced to answer it by others. For (quickly jumping to the conclusion of this short entry) 
their life's work is by itself a never-ending, silent but engaged, “answer” to (what ought to 

be an) unspoken question best left to others  those other than the artist  to ask.  
 

What can any artist (apart, from  maybe  one whose art is oratory) possibly say in answer 
to such a question? 
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I was reminded of its unintentional absurdity while watching an old (close to 30 year old) 
film called New York Stories. Or more precisely, while watching the first of three shorts that 
comprise this film called Life Lessons, and starring Nick Nolte (as abstract artist Lionel Dobie) 
and Rosanna Arquette (as aspiring artist Paulette). Paulette is Lionel's former lover, but 
moves in with Lionel in the hopes of learning art from him. The movie mostly explores how 
Lionel's creativity is coupled with the fits of jealousy he suffers through while Paulette dates 
other men. Paulette eventually leaves, but not before Lionel has gone through enough 
jealousy to fuel the completion of the art he needs to open a new exhibit. As the movie 
ends, another aspiring female artist moves in and we are left with the strong impression 
that this "new relationship - broken relationship - jealousy - creativity" cycle is the meta-
pattern that defines Lionel's world and life. 
 
All of which is, for my purposes here, utterly irrelevant and inconsequential (though is a fair 
summary of the short film for those who have not seen it; it is certainly entertaining enough 
to watch and enjoy). To me, the one shining moment in the film happens near the end, right 
before Paulette leaves for good. We are in Lionel's loft studio (where most all of the film 

takes place), with Lionel listening to some loud music and painting like a madman  very 
much in the Zone. The canvas is huge (it looks like to be at least twenty feet on the side), 

paint is being splattered everywhere, and Lionel is  as any artist can confirm while painting 
/ creating - oblivious to everything around him except his inner state. In walks Paulette, who 

has been patiently waiting  yearning, begging  for some advice from Lionel, but has yet to 
receive anything of value. Heck, she is not even sure if she any good as an artist, much less 
what to do about it. So, she confronts him. Then and there. 
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“Am I any good?” she asks. Lionel's reaction is the best self-contained “answer” to that 
question I have seen; certainly on film, possibly ever, in any context, and serves as a 
thought-provoking - even soul-searching - admonition to all artists, aspiring and 
accomplished alike. (I may have forgotten the exact details of what happens next, but...) 

Lionel throws down his brushes with an Eastwood-like "Dirty Harry" fury  veins at his 

temples flaring and throbbing  phlegm unashamedly spewing  frothing  out his mouth as 
he screams, “Good?!? What the f*** difference does it make whether you're good or not?!? 
You paint because you need to!” 
 
What a beautifully transcendent moment. They are “merely” actors , and Nolte is not 
“really” an artist (or is an artist of a different kind, stage-playing an artist). That does not 
matter. Though I prefer answering questions - even this one - in a slightly more civilized 
manner than Nolte's character, I confess that I cannot imagine a better, more perfect, 
response. It summarizes exactly my own sentiments. 
 
Why do I do photography? Is it because I like taking pictures with a camera; reveling in the 
tactile feel of cold magnesium and pushing buttons? Because I'm shy in public and prefer to 
hide myself behind a box with lenses? Because I'm really a conventional artist at heart but 
know I have no talent for drawing or painting and so must make do with an "easier" art? 
Because I'm a narcissist who thrives on hanging my work in public? Because I yearn for 
attention and recognition from my artistic peers? Because I am in a perpetual search for the 
“perfect picture”? Because I'm trying to find a way to express my "artistic vision"? None of 
these are true, in the purest sense (though some may contain hints of banal, and 
fundamentally meaningless, truths). 
 
I do photography because it is who I am. As surely as my laughing at Monty-Python; my 
relishing my wife's cooking; my joy at playing with my sons; my absorption with physics 
equations and computer code; my night-time ritual of re-reading, for the umpteenth time, 
some story by Borges; or my fascination with abstract art - none of which I can explain the 
"reason" for that adds anything to the simple fact that they are all things I happen to love to 
do, so too I can say the same about my photography. All of these things are their own 
reason and explanation. Life and work and play and joy and love and ... everything else that 
makes up my life and gives it meaning, is a self-contained, self-referential soup of nested 
cause and effect, and experience. And they are all, ultimately and collectively, the only 
meaningful expressions of who I really am. I do photography because it is who I am. And 
when I stop, I cease to be. Until I start again... 
 

“All true artists, 
whether they know it or not, 

create from a place of no-mind, 
from inner stillness.” 

 

 Ernst Ludwig Kirchner (1880 - 1938) 
 



“When words become unclear, 
I shall focus with photographs.   

When images become inadequate, 
I shall be content with silence.”  

 

— ANSEL ADAMS 
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