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FOREWORD


About This Series
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Photography is what I do and have done for most of my life, and like any professional, I work at it, trying to improve my skills and my ideas. I actually enjoy sharing all of this, because I love photography and want as many people as possible to do it—but do it well. This includes learning why good photographs work and where they fit in the history of the craft.


This series of books is inspired by the structure of a college course, and of the benefits of a collective learning environment. Here, we’re setting out to teach the fundamentals of photography in a foundational course, before moving on to teach specialist areas—much as a student would study a set first-year course before moving on to studying elective subjects of their own choosing.


The goal of these books is not only to instruct and educate, but also to motivate and inspire. Toward that end, many of the topics will be punctuated by a challenge to get out and shoot under a specific scenario, demonstrating and practicing the skills that were covered in the preceding sections. Further, we feature the work of several real-life photography students as they respond to these challenges themselves. As they discuss and I review their work, we hope to make the material all the more approachable and achievable.


For you, the reader, this series provides, I hope, a thorough education in photography, not just allowing you to shoot better pictures, but also to gain the same in-depth knowledge that degree students and professionals do, and all achieved through exercises that are at the same time fun and educational. That is why we’ve also built a website for this series, to which I encourage you to post your responses to the shooting challenges for feedback from your peers. You’ll find the website at www.mfphotoschool.com
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Student Profiles


 


Nick Depree
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Born in Christchurch, New Zealand, Nick traveled a lot at a young age before settling into University studies in Auckland where he completed a Bachelors degree and eventually a Doctorate in Chemical and Materials Engineering. Nick got into photography around 2006, quickly becoming comfortable with the technical aspects, and has since been more interested in developing his artistic and aesthetic side, while also enjoying trying various types of modern and vintage, digital and analog cameras.


Living in New Zealand provides great opportunities for landscape photography, which was Nick’s early interest, but he found his productivity and quality of output greatly increased in the past two years with the opportunity for extensive travel through his research work. Exploring new cities and countries has become his passion, where he finds his best shots by walking the streets for long periods, being observant of his surroundings and patient for the right light or scene to appear. He also very much enjoys learning about the history and culture of new places, and photographing the details, foods, and historical locations he finds.


You can find his work at www.ndepree.com






Brad Smith
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Although he’s taken pictures intermittently throughout his life, it was only two years ago at the ripe age of 24 that Brad decided to start taking photography seriously. Through trial, error and some research he’s developed his technique and style to what it is today. His camera is a Canon 60D, and most of his photos are taken with the 18–135 kit lens. He has recently started expanding into primes, with the Canon 100mm ƒ/2.8 Macro and Canon 50mm ƒ/1.8 II. He really enjoys the challenge and opportunity that shooting with fast primes offers. In addition to landscape photography (his first love), he also enjoys botanical photography, primarily of orchids and succulents. Additionally, he shoots cityscapes and abstracts that catch his eye.


Brad is a fourth generation Arizonan, and while he grew up in Phoenix, he spend much time with his grandparents who all lived in rural Arizona. He loves their unique culture, which is a mix of the American West and Latino influence. When he was young, Brad would often set out exploring at sunrise and not return until sunset. It isn’t much different now, except that he does quite a bit of camping instead of running home before dinner. While Arizona will always be his home, he’s also in love with the San Juan Mountains of Colorado; the colors and geology are mind-blowing, and he has the lucky opportunity to visit many times each year. Brad spends as many nights as he can manage sleeping out under the moon and stars, or storm clouds if that’s what nature has in mind.


Outside of photography, Brad has a number of hobbies and interests. He enjoys writing, playing drums, four wheeling, hiking, kayaking, and camping. He is a computer programmer, both professionally and as a hobby, and particularly enjoys the Python Programming Language. His favorite authors include Michel Foucault, Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Italo Calvino, and Kurt Vonnegut. His favorite musicians/groups include Umphrey’s McGee, The Grateful Dead, Miles Davis, Fela Kuti, Kneebody, and Soundgarden.


Check out Brad’s website at: www.bsmithaz.com


…and his Flickr photostream at: www.flickr.com/photos/cacahootie






Dan Goetsch
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Dan Goetsch was born and raised in Fort Collins, Colorado. He eventually ended up hitting the ground running in the IT world just after college and life has been an adventure ever since. Through his work, Dan has had the opportunity to do a good amount of travel, which led him to relocate to the west coast. He found his new home in Portland, Oregon where he spent 5 years, and picked up his first digital SLR camera along with a passion for photography.


He is a self-taught photographer who has gone from Auto mode to Manual and enjoyed every minute of the journey as he continues to learn and explore the craft. His superhero mantra would be “IT nerd by day, photographer by nights and weekends.”


After living in the Pacific Northwest for a while, he eventually grew homesick and took an opportunity to relocate back to Colorado where he currently resides. He always looks for an opportunity to learn something new about the trade, and is always looking for a challenge.


Dan’s passion for photography continues to grow stronger every day, and he looks forward to sharing his love of it with the world.


You can see his work at www.danielgphotography.com






Brock Whittaker


[image: images]


When he was younger, Brock got the incredible opportunity to be able to live in Germany and Italy. Being the son of a military officer enabled his family to travel to many places that other Americans his age were not able to. Hiking through the Alps and Dolomites inspired him to take photographs. The overwhelming scenery that he was able to experience was the first step to Brock pursuing photography as a hobby. After moving back to the States at age eleven, he got himself a Canon Rebel XS. For a while, Brock shot on Program mode, but he naturally became more and more interested in what else he could do with the camera. Through the years he’s progressed quite a bit.


When he turned fourteen, he was able to move to India. That is when he feels his photography really developed. Being able to experience all the cultural and economic differences of India, Brock was able to broaden the scope of his photography. Now, he’s back in the States again, and feels like he’s getting better with time still.


You can see more of Brock’s work on his Flickr page at: www.flickr.com/photos/brockwhittaker




Introduction


 


The great outdoors, with its many moods and nuances, still has the power to inspire respect, awe, and admiration in all but the most metropolitan of us. As humans we have evolved around the cycle of day and night, and our natural habitat is the land. It should be no surprise then that a sweeping landscape bathed in glorious light can evoke strong emotional response within us. It is this response that drives many landscape photographers to share their passion with others.


Landscape photography is the representation of an outdoor scene, a natural phenomenon, or a single element or detail within a broader landscape—from ultra-wide panoramas to the closest macro shots. The defining characteristic of landscape images is, like all forms of photography, light. Light can transform any location from the mundane to the spectacular; it creates mood and atmosphere, evokes emotions, chisels texture into rock faces and mountains, provides powerful modeling light, and saturates color. “Light, light, light,” is just as apt a motto as the more common “location, location, location.”


Of course, spectacular locations make it easier for the photographer to create correspondingly spectacular shots, but it is the understanding of light and how it will transform any scene, under a given set of conditions, that allows experienced photographers to capture inspiring shots time and again. At the end of the day, few experienced landscape photographers believe in luck! A great location with dull, flat lighting will not inspire any viewer as much as a hitherto unspectacular location transformed by glorious, golden light.


The landscape is not a static entity—light, weather, tides, clouds, time of day and the seasons, and much more are in a constant state of flux. Allied to these factors are other variables that can be controlled by the photographer, such as composition, creative interpretation, and camera equipment. As a result, there is an almost infinite number of ways to capture any landscape scene and so, perhaps surprisingly, landscape photography provides great opportunity for interpretive and artistic freedom.
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The hunt for light





Light is the defining characteristic of landscape photography, while the placement of the elements within the scene can be used to create a harmonious, balanced image, to evoke an emotion, or to guide the viewer through the scene in a specific way.


Indeed, the genre is often divided into two forms: documentary, the recording of a scene as it appears; and interpretive, an artistic or creative representation of the scene influenced by the particular photographer’s intention.


It is often said that a great landscape image is made by what the photographer chooses to leave out of the frame, as much as the elements they include. Great landscape photographers know what they want to convey about a given scene—and will often visit a location multiple times before any shooting even takes place. They can pre-visualize how light might transform a scene at different times of the day and year, and know which elements of the scene they want to include, and how they will arrange them within the frame.


Allied to a deep understanding of natural light, the landscape photographer requires vision, exceptional technical ability, and a natural eye for composition. For those that it grabs, landscape photography is both exceptionally rewarding and challenging in almost equal measure!
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A distilled element


A landscape photograph can be a panoramic vista, an isolated element within a broader scene, or a small detail within the scene. Images that show the essence of a location, by distilling it down into its essential elements, can be much more powerful than broad, cluttered vistas that try to cram everything in.




The Elements of Landscape
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In the early 20th century, an interpretive approach to landscape photography developed, led most notably by the grandfather of landscape photography, Ansel Adams (who himself was following in the tradition of Edward Curtis and Carleton Watkins). Rather than merely documenting a broader scene, Adams—working mainly in The Rocky Mountains and Yosemite National Park in the American west—would bring his own interpretation to a scene by choosing which essential elements to include within the frame (excluding many), and how they should be arranged in relation to each other. Adams’ images distil the majestic and wild vistas of southwest America into only the essential elements required to provide a sense of the location, without including all and sundry—a concentrated landscape. Placing the elements deliberately allows you to create a harmonious and balanced scene, which may be appealing or calming to the viewer.


Furthermore, the considered composition and placement of elements within a scene allows you to communicate your own interpretation of the landscape to the viewer. You may want to draw the viewer into or through the scene in a particular way, perhaps to draw the viewer’s attention to a specific detail or element, or to convey a specific mood, meaning, or message.


The key to great landscape photography comes from understanding how to compose these large and small elements relative to one another, and in relation to the light, in order to create a personal interpretation of the scene. Rather than documenting the landscape from the nearest or most popular viewpoint, images that convey a particular mood, emotion, or message to the viewer tend to be more powerful and enduring.





From Rural to Mountain


 


Rural scenes are rich in photographic potential. The countryside may not always match the drama of a stormy coastline or brooding mountain, but land-based scenes offer a wealth of diverse subject matter, from far-reaching vistas to seasonal details, such as autumnal leaves and spring flowers. The countryside could encompass rolling hills, lush valleys, river basins, misty mornings, colorful fields of poppies and rapeseed, church spires and autumnal woods, and much more.


In addition, rural landscapes offer man-made elements, such as flint walls, pretty villages, agricultural patterns, hay bales, livestock—not to mention walkers, farmers, and so on. Man-made elements can add character and depth to rural scenes, or provide interesting lead-in lines, compositional aids, or graphic elements.


One of the biggest challenges when shooting rural scenes is isolating the essence or essential elements of the landscape, as lots of natural and man-made components will often be vying for attention within the frame. What are the essential components required to tell the story of the scene? Which elements are surplus to requirements or distract attention from the main subject(s)?


Simplicity often pays dividends in rural scenes—a single tree, a pattern of walls, a church spire protruding from morning mist, a line of hay bales, a frozen branch encased in ice by a hoar frost, or an abstract patchwork of brightly colored crop fields.


The seasons have a strong impact on rural scenes—for example, the bounty of late summer is very different to the stark, winter months. The time of day and year will transform any scene. Becoming familiar with a locality will therefore pay dividends, allowing you to understand local weather patterns, the position of sunrise and sunset at different times of the year, local flora and fauna blooms, and how different scenes and location respond to light at different times of the day and year. For example, a derelict rural barn in a field of poppies may be in the shadow of the nearest hill at sunrise, but bathed in glorious golden light in the evening.
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Get out in the country


Rural scenes offer an incredible diversity of subject matter right on your doorstep, and are often transformed by the seasons. Gaining familiarity with a locality can reap dividends.



Mountains


 


Mountains offer some of the most spectacular scenery for landscape photographers. Light changes rapidly in these environments, offering ample opportunity to capture moody, spectacular lighting. Weather patterns, too, are notoriously unpredictable around mountains—the weather can change from snowstorm to blue sky in a matter of minutes—providing exciting and varied photographic opportunities at every turn. Mountain light is said to be some of the most appealing on offer to landscape photographers—from clear and crisp sunrises to shafts of light piercing a valley floor.


Mountain peaks are particularly superb subjects during the golden hours around sunrise and sunset, as tall peaks are often the first (and last) elements in the scene to be illuminated by the red glow of sunrise or sunset as it peeks above or drops below the horizon. The seasons can also totally transform mountainous regions from wild, wintry places into lush Alpine meadows of wildflowers, providing another layer of diversity and a reason to return to a favorite location at different times of the year.


One of the main elements in mountain photography is, of course, snow and ice. Because of the way the camera’s exposure meter works, be sure to dial in around one to two stops of exposure compensation in these cases. Exposure meters are essentially calibrated to provide an average exposure, which the manufacturers have calculated to be 18% gray. This means that the sensor tries to make both white and black subjects that dominate the frame 18% gray. So to avoid snow looking gray and unappealing, add an extra stop or two of exposure to keep it looking white.


Shooting into the peaks can often provide the best viewpoint. For example, including foreground interest, such as a rocky river bed, an alpine meadow flower, a fallen tree, and so on, not only adds interest; it also provides a sense of scale, dimension, and depth compared to the distant peaks in the background. Meanwhile, mountain lakes are often deep and richly colored. As well as offering subject matter in their own right, still lakes can be used to capture striking reflections of the mountains beyond.


When shooting within the mountain range, try to isolate escarpments, rivers, and waterfalls. Consider which elements in the scene draw your eye, and focus on them, rather than trying to squeeze an entire vista into the frame. What mood does the landscape evoke in you? By considering your response to the scene in front, it should help to identify what it is about the scene that makes it appealing, and therefore apply your interpretation.


As a general rule of thumb, including elements such as trees, people, and buildings is often a good idea in mountain photography, especially for wider views, as these objects provide a sense of the size and scale. Likewise, shooting just a mountain peak on its own may look spectacular at the time, but it’s likely to flat and uninteresting as a final image. Including a foreground element, which may be a nearby path, or a complete valley, will add visual interest, depth, and a sense of its scale.
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Majestic subjects


Mountain ranges have their unique nuances and moods. Shooting into the peaks, with foreground interest included, provides a sense of scale, distance, and majesty, as well as emphasizing the height of mountains. Light and weather change quickly in mountainous regions, offering spectacular opportunities for the intrepid photographer.





The Importance of Skies


 


The sky is a dominant element in many landscape scenes. When included in the frame, the sky has a significant impact on the mood and feel of an image. It may be blue, red, cloudy, misty, gray, or stormy—regardless, it will dictate the mood and tone of the shot. Consider the difference between a glorious summer day, with a cloudless azure sky, and a gray winter morning. The sky and its associated weather influence our moods and emotions, and have just as much impact on our images.


Of course, the sky at sunrise or sunset is one of the most popular subjects in landscape photography. In the hours around sunrise and sunset—known as the golden or magic hours—the sky may glow yellow, orange, red or magenta, and a spectrum of colors in between. These two boundaries between day and night have played a major part in our evolution, and with their combination of deeply saturated colors and directional lighting, retain the power to elicit strong emotional responses within us.


More dramatic conditions occur as storms are either approaching or clearing, particularly around dawn and dusk. The sun breaking through small gaps in the cloud can create raking shafts of light or, if it drops below the cloud line, can illuminate the underside of dark, brooding clouds. Conversely, a high vista on a day of patchy or puffy cloud cover can create a patchwork of light and shadows across the landscape, or show isolated bursts of rain from distant clouds.


It is also possible to control how much influence the sky plays in the final look and feel of the image. For example, placing the horizon low down in the frame will result in the sky and clouds becoming the main subject of the image—a skyscape. Conversely, placing the horizon high up in the frame will focus the viewer’s gaze on the foreground subject matter, but still show enough of the sky to provide mood and tone, as well as visual clues regarding the time of day and weather.
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90% sky


When the sky itself is the main subject of the image, it is often referred to as a skyscape or cloudscape. Interesting colors, tones, weather phenomena, and cloud formations can all make interesting landscape subjects. Clear or empty skies rarely hold interest for the viewer.
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The sky mirrored below


Don’t get your head stuck in the clouds—consider also the effect of the sky on the ground. Here, the sky takes up only a third of the frame, but its vivid colors are reflected across the full expanse of the water below, thus dominating the frame.


One of the main challenges of shooting with the sky in the frame is that of dynamic range (the difference in exposure between the darkest spot in the scene and brightest part of the image—for example, a rock in shadow versus a strongly illuminated white cloud). As the sky is often illuminated by, or contains, the sun, the sky is often much brighter than the rest of the image. Sometimes, this difference between bright sky and land in shadow is too great for the camera’s sensor to record—hence, it either clips the shadows or blows the highlights.


To deal with high dynamic range values, landscape photographers often employ a graduated neutral density (ND) filter, which is completely translucent at the top, but gradually gets darker as you move down to the bottom. The line of the transition between the bright and dark halves is then positioned using the camera viewfinder so that the transition sits on the horizon in the scene—the dark section of the filter covers the sky. This has the effect of underexposing the sky by a set amount (graduated ND filters come in set values, such as one stop, two stops, and so on), while the clear part of the filter has no effect on the exposure for the land. ND filters come with hard transitions (a clear line) or soft transitions (the two halves gradually merge; useful when the horizon in the scene is not an obvious straight line).


Using another type of filter called a polarizer can add pop to a skyscape. By eliminating scattered light, a polarizer deepens the blue of skies and makes the clouds stand out, adding depth to the image. Polarizers also saturate color in the landscape.


The sky can be a subject in its own right; in skyscapes or cloudscapes, you can make the sky the main subject of the image by placing the horizon very low in the frame and pointing the camera upward. Cloudy or stormy skies—or sunrise and sunset colors—tend to make the most interesting skyscapes, with clear blue sky holding less interest for the viewer.


Knowing when the most interesting sky conditions are likely to occur, how to emphasize or minimize the influence of the sky within a scene, and how to balance exposure between sky and land (or sea) are essential skills that need to be mastered by the landscape photographer, as the sky plays such a fundamental role in landscape imagery.





Watching the Weather
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Momentary mist


Some of the most photogenic weather conditions are also the most fleeting. Preparation and planning are the only way to get the shot.


It is all too easy to suggest that dramatic weather-related landscape images are a matter of being in the right place at the right time. While that is true, it has nothing to do with luck. Many photographers of the genre have a keen interest in, and deep understanding of, meteorological phenomena—from the formation of mist and fog, to the likelihood of a thunderstorm. It is not always the weather per se that can create dramatic, moody scenes or images with emotional impact, but rather the quality of light it creates. Weather and light are intrinsically linked.


Weather is one of the most unpredictable aspects of landscape photography, and yet it has a powerful and significant impact on the mood of the image, and how the light interacts with the landscape elements. While we can master our equipment, and develop our own style and sense of composition, the one thing that landscape photographers cannot control is the weather and its associated light. How can we predict when and where a glorious sunset, moody sunset, or a hoar frost, for example, might occur?
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