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FOREWORD

by Dewitt Jones

“How do I become a great photographer?” I have been asked that question hundreds of times over the course of my career as a photographer for National Geographic magazine and with various advertising clients. There’s no easy answer. Faced with such a diversity of books, classes, and workshops, it can be overwhelming and confusing.

There is no question that becoming a better photographer takes practice. Every professional photographer I have met has shot for many years to get to where they are. But how, exactly, should you practice? It’s best to have some guidelines to make that practice valuable and effective. Otherwise, you may take a lot of photos but without gaining the right experience to get better. The book you now have in your hands gives you those guidelines.

There are three critical elements in this book: the images, Rob’s text, and Art’s stories. Each teaches an essential part of becoming a master photographer. Start by going though the entire book and just looking at the photographs. Don’t read the text, don’t read the stories, just stay with the photos. Don’t analyze them; just experience them. You are in the presence of one of the finest photographers of our time; let his images instruct you. Let your eyes understand the lessons that the text will eventually teach your brain.

Now start again and read Rob’s wonderful text, which was based on his collaboration with Art about how photographers and artists work with composition. This time, let your brain break apart the photos to see their underlying composition. Learn the “rules” that will eventually become second nature to you. Go slowly, and try to learn each lesson before moving on to the next. At the end of each chapter, read Art’s story.

When you finish the book this time, go back to the beginning and read all of Art’s stories again. Now that you have studied the photos and absorbed Rob’s text, these stories will gain a whole new meaning. Stand with Art as a bright orange wall turns his head in a Japanese Shinto Shrine. Experience his frustration and joy as he searches for caribou in the Arctic. See how he moves from what he thought was the photograph to something entirely different. That is what good photography is all about. Whenever I have gone on assignment, I have always brought all of my knowledge about what makes a good photograph with me. Then I leave myself open to the conditions, to the subject, to the scene—just as you see Art doing.

Both Art and Rob are not only masters of their craft, but masters of their lives as well. It may be their technique and gear that turns a moment or idea into a photographic reality, but it’s their deep engagement with life that allows them to have that idea, or see that moment, in the first place.

The Art of the Photograph takes photography apart and then puts it back together again. Amateur photographers often struggle with the beautiful imagery in publications like National Geographic, assuming that it is beyond what the average photographer can do. This book breaks it down, connecting beautiful pictures with easy-to-understand ideas about how to master your own photography, to create images that celebrate your experience with the world. A lot of my work in recent years has been to help people celebrate what is right with the world. This book will help you better see that world and find the joy and wonder all around you. Gear, composition, and workflow, yes, but also self-discovery and inspiration. Study it, enjoy it, experience it. It will go a long way toward helping you become a better photographer!
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Alleyway, Jaipur, India

24–70mm lens, f/6.3 for 1/15 sec., ISO 200


INTRODUCTION

Photography has become such an important part of our world. From the time we wake up until the time we go to bed, we are immersed in images, from the news on TV to the designs on our milk carton, the photos in our newspapers, and the images online. The web has opened up a whole new way for photographers to express themselves and show off their images, from Facebook to Flickr, Tumblr, and so many other places.

Simply posting casual snapshots certainly does connect people through the Internet, but we believe photography has the potential to do so much more. By understanding how to control your photography to better communicate to others, your photography will not only improve but our whole world of imagery will get better as well.

The Art of the Photograph is a complete course in seeing and making better images. This has been an exciting project for us. We recognized a need for information that went beyond the common guides to gear and top tips. Those guides are certainly important and have helped many photographers, but we found a real lack of information about how to truly construct better photographs using solid principles of design and composition. Neither of us wanted to keep this “pro information” secret, just for our own use. We know that it has the potential to truly change the way people think about their photography, to expand their approach in such a way that we all benefit from better photography today.

Photography has long had a history of affecting others. More than 150 years ago, photographs of the Civil War gave people images of battlefields that they had never seen before, and images of the area around what is now Yellowstone National Park influenced Congress to preserve the land as the first national park. More than 100 years ago, Lewis Hine’s photography of American industry was instrumental in reforming child labor laws. Today, images from around the world connect us with events and people in places we never would have thought about in the past.

But good photography is not about always changing the world, though it can have that effect. Good photography is about creating images that do more than simply record a subject and little more. Good photography is about showing others what it is that you find remarkable in the world, and doing so in such a way that your images connect with viewers, making them feel something about the subject. In this book, we give you tools to do exactly that.

Sometimes people see stunning photos from pros like Art and think that they could not possibly take pictures like that. And in fact, if you try to take Art Wolfe photos, you will likely be disappointed. The only person who can take great Art Wolfe photos is Art Wolfe. You have the opportunity to take great pictures, too, but photos that are yours rather than those that imitate other photographers’ images.
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Rowboats, Honshu, Japan

70–200mm lens, f/20 for 1/10 sec., ISO 400

Use the photographs and ideas presented in this book to inspire your own approaches to the subjects you care about. You will learn to photograph without prejudice, meaning that you can find good images from any subject, in any location. All it takes is an open attitude that this is possible, rather than a prejudice that only certain locations or subjects make good images.

All of us photographers are on a journey to find better ways to connect with others through our images. That journey is personal and each of us has our own photographs to make. Our goal in this book is to offer ideas and approaches that will keep you centered on your own path.

Whatever your passion, believe in it and strive to be better at expressing it with your photos. Whatever your level of photography, look for ways to make it better through reading books like this—and having lots of practice. Most of all, enjoy your photography, your connection to the beautiful world around us. Photography can be your own personal meditation on what is important and a vehicle to share that with others. Enjoy the journey.

—Rob Sheppard
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FINDING INSPIRATION

Where do you go to find inspiration? A book like this is a great place to start, but inspiration can be much more than a book, a class, or even a photographer. Inspiration for your photography can come from your life. Art’s creative life and inspiration started when he was a kid and continues today. While you can’t control your past, you can control your environment to ensure you’ll find inspiration there. What you surround yourself with does make a difference.

In this chapter, Art will share some of the early life experiences that influenced him as an artist and later a photographer. You’ll also learn how he became a photographer and what some of his inspirations were. In the process, you’ll discover possibilities for finding your own inspiration and how elements like your home and garden can affect you. Here is Art’s story.




“You can find pictures anywhere. You just have to care about what’s around you and have a concern with humanity.”

—Elliot Erwitt
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Ultima Thule expedition members in front of Everest’s North Face, Tibet

GROWING UP AS AN ARTIST AND NATURALIST

My father, Richard Arthur Wolfe, familiarly known as Dick, was a photographer during World War II, working on an aircraft carrier in the South Pacific. This was way before even 35mm cameras were popular. At the time, everyone shot 4×5, and Dick was no exception. While still in the service, my father was stationed for a time in Bremerton, Washington, not far from where he grew up in Seattle. While there, he met and fell in love with Canadian Ellinor Smith.

Richard and Ellinor got married right after the war. They needed something to support themselves and their future family, so Richard trained Ellinor to take pictures, too, and together they started a wedding photography business in Seattle, using 4×5 Speed Graphics. If you have never seen such cameras and only know digital, it can be hard to believe what you had to go through to take a picture. These cameras took film holders that held sheets of film that measured 4 × 5 inches in size. Each holder held two sheets of film. To take a picture, you had to put the holder into the camera, activate the shutter, pull a dark slide out of the holder to allow the film to be exposed, press the shutter to expose the film, put the dark slide back into the holder to protect the film, take the holder out and flip it over, then start over again for the second sheet of film. Phew! This had to be done for every two exposures, so you can imagine the effort required to take a lot of pictures.

I was born in 1951, the youngest of three, including a brother, Chuck, and a sister, Grace. I learned how to cook and do house chores at an early age because my parents were always at work. Perhaps that exposure to hardworking photographers started me on a course toward photography, though truthfully, wedding photography never really caught on for me.

In spite of having two professional photographers as parents, as a family we had few photographs actually taken of us. Perhaps it had something to do with the effort and equipment required to take photographs, or the fact that many photographers get so focused on their work, they forget to take photos of their families, a bit like the old adage of a cobbler’s children having no shoes. Whatever the reason, the image you see opposite is the only one we have. I am on the left, and my brother, sister, and cousin are to my right. Old family photos can be interesting to interpret. What am I thinking in this photo? I know exactly what I was thinking: “How do I get rid of my sister and brother, so I can go into the woods and play?”

From a very early age, I loved spending time in the woods near my home. Wooded ravines nearby were places for play and exploration. But I didn’t just want to play. I wanted to know everything in those woods. I got a little bird book, a little mammal book, and a little tree book, and was determined to figure out all of my natural neighbors. This time spent connecting with nature has had a strong influence on me throughout my entire life. I have long been as much a naturalist as a photographer, as shown in my book The Living Wild (published in 2000).

At this point of my youth I was not yet a photographer. I liked drawing and started to draw what I saw in the woods. And my mother, through a correspondence class, learned to become a commercial artist to help with the photography business. This further encouraged me to develop my skills as an artist.

My first sale of an image came when I was 13, while in junior high school. Two of my teachers, who had migrated to the West Coast from the Midwest, had black-and-white photos of the farmhouses where they had grown up. These caught my interest, and using the photos as references, I rendered them into watercolor paintings. I added an old truck in front of one of the farmhouses, matted and framed the painting, and sold it to the teachers for $30. Now that was a deal! Back in the mid-1960s, that was a lot of money, especially for a boy my age. At that time, my siblings and I would pick apples and berries, collect beer bottles from gutters, do whatever it took to earn money for the family to survive. More importantly, though, this sale showed me that I might actually make money from my art.

Money started to come in a little more as I got older, and I bought an old Chevy and started heading off into the Cascade Mountains. Just as I had loved playing in the wooded ravines near my home, I found that I loved to fish and walk up mountain streams. So far, I still hadn’t taken a single photo.

My father was a lot like other fathers of the war generation. He was always busy working and could not easily take the time to play or show me how to use a camera. He was always taking wedding photos. One thing I learned was that I never wanted to be a wedding photographer because it seemed that such photographers always came home at the end of a long day and needed a stiff drink.

During my teens, I began to paint more regularly. I would stretch watercolor canvases and take them out to the Pacific Coast in Northern Washington, where I sat in the sand and made paintings of the wonderful scenes. At this point, I believed that I was going to be a painter. I dreamed of hanging watercolors of the Washington landscape in galleries.

When it came time to go to college, I became an art major at the University of Washington. I enjoyed the classes but faced a challenge. All of my teachers would tell me, “You’re not going to make a living with your painting. We can’t, so you won’t be able to, either.” Given this, the most viable career path seemed to be teaching art in a local school district.
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Art (at far left) with his siblings, Chuck and Grace, and their cousin
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Art’s first sale: a watercolor made when he was 13 years old
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As a young teenager, Art loved to hike in the Cascade Mountains with his dog, Wolfy.
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One of Art’s watercolor paintings of the Washington coast

BECOMING A PHOTOGRAPHER

It was around this time that something happened to change the course of my life. As I was getting in to painting, I started to venture onto the higher meadows and glaciers of the Cascade Mountains. A friend’s father got me into a climbing club, and I started to become part of a bigger community of climbers. I was climbing mountains on weekends, and I loved it!

While I was going out into the mountains and climbing, my parents gave me an old Konica camera they were not using. It had no instructions, though at the time, cameras were pretty simple compared to today—there were no extensive electronics, and no batteries were needed to power the camera. I started taking the camera along on my hikes and climbs. By 1976, I was taking many photographs on the weekends and on my climbs. I would go to art school during the week, and apply what I learned to my photography on the weekends.

My climbs in the mountains were not only a time for exploring photography but also for learning to understand and respect the natural conditions of the locations I visited. One Easter weekend on Mount Hood, I got a severe third-degree sunburn and missed a week and a half of college. So I learned to study the weather. For example, when lenticular clouds build up over Mount Hood, Mount Rainier, or any of the big volcanic peaks, you know to climb down. Every year people die on Mount Hood and Mount Rainier because they don’t know how to read the weather. The mountains are so close to the coast that the storms come streaming in, leaving little time to react. I learned to read weather, predicting what was going to happen. This began a long tradition of staying connected to my surroundings. Inspiration does not come simply from seeing potential in a subject, but from connecting to the subject and setting in such a way that your photograph offers the viewer a richer, deeper experience. This point of view began in these mountain adventures.
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Mountaineering in the Cascade Range
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Base camp on Mount Rainier, Washington
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Watercolor of Mount Shuksan
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Mount Shuksan, Washington

GREAT INSPIRATION

While in my late twenties, I became a program chairman for a climbing club. Part of the job entailed contacting famous climbers—people such as Jim Whittaker, Willie Unsold, and Tom Hornbein—to get them to come to the club and give talks. I became inspired by their adventures and learned much by watching how they spoke.

This led to an invitation to participate on the first-ever Western climbing team allowed into Tibet through China since the Cultural Revolution, the Ultima Thule expedition to Everest in 1983. This was an exciting prospect. China and Tibet were exotic locations with what seemed like amazing, compelling mountains.

I also had a dream to see what Lhasa was like, and dreams can inspire us to do many things. Lhasa sits in a river valley surrounded by the Himalaya mountains. Located at 11,830 feet (3,606 meters), Lhasa is one of the highest cities in the world. More importantly, it is at the heart of the Tibetan Buddhist culture and includes amazing architecture, such as the famous Potala Palace. During the 1950s, like so many young people at that time, I was surrounded by talk about the threat of Chinese communism. Tibet was part of this conversation and was a big unknown. I did not want to go to Tibet simply to stand on the summit of the highest mountain in the world. I had a dream to see what its culture was like—and if I had to spend time on that mountain just to see the people of Tibet, that’s exactly what I would do. Lhasa was the place to do this.

The expedition to the top of the mountain was not successful, even though we spent three months at 16,000 feet and higher. The group reached 800 feet below the summit on the northeast ridge, but no higher. Part of the problem was there was no living person we could talk to who had climbed that high on that ridge. The twenty-two of us struggled up the mountain and collectively lost 378 pounds. The expedition returned to the United States without achieving its goal, but this was not a problem for me. I had had a grand experience that had tested my mettle. And, of course, I got to visit Lhasa and experience Tibetan Buddhist culture.

On the way back to the United States, some of the group stopped in Huang Shan, China. I had loved studying the Japanese and Chinese master artists in college, but their work showed such unusual landscapes that I was sure the Chinese sumi brush painters were either very imaginative or high on opium. The landscapes they painted were so fanciful, so magical, but also so fake looking! They seemed to be having a great time. And that certainly was an inspiration, even though it could not possibly be real, I thought.

Then I arrived in Huang Shan. I quickly discovered that these paintings were quite literal. Huang Shan was just like the painters had painted: vertical columns of rock surrounded by mist, with trees that were naturally bonsai-shaped by frequent winds. Huang Shan captured and captivated me. I had the feeling I was walking into a giant painting. Just to see this art transformed into a real world was astounding. Huang Shan so inspired me that it changed my life.
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Huang Shan, China
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Base camp below Everest, Tibet
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Potala Palace, Lhasa, Tibet
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Ultima Thule expedition members, Tibet

CULTIVATING INSPIRATION AT HOME

A few years after my adventures in China and Tibet, I bought an old house in West Seattle that no one wanted. It was covered in English ivy and had a very average grass yard.

But I saw its potential, and my time in China got me thinking. I started to bring pieces of granite into the yard as I could afford them. Transforming the yard became compulsive. Eventually, I brought in more than 100 tons of granite. At one point, I hired the largest mobile crane I could find in Seattle, which reached 200 feet into the air, and placed 12-ton boulders in my yard. My neighbors thought I was nuts! I also planted more than 300 trees and put in pools and streams. As a result, the garden has become a magnet for wildlife.

I am a nature photographer, and nature photographers are not known for their cash flow. What I put into this place was a lot of effort, time, and love for the beauty that is possible when you work to find it. The most expensive things that I bought were the bonsai trees. Every year I have to prune them, and get lost in the process. Of course, when you prune a bonsai tree, it attacks back, so afterward I am always decorated with pitch for two weeks.

Even though the English ivy is long gone, I am still thankful for it because it hid the house from all other prospective buyers. It took me two years to eradicate the ivy, but the work is never done. Now I’m working on the wild clematis, which threatens to become even worse than the ivy if it is not constantly cut back.

Many nature photographers eventually leave the city to live in the country. But after transforming my small city lot into these amazing gardens, I have decided to stay in the city. The trees I planted are now more than 60 feet tall.

As for the house, which was built in 1910, I have worked to turn its original Tudor design into more of a Craftsman style, though I kept the original lines. Over the years, I have continued to refinance and upgrade. You as a visual person don’t have to be this compulsive, but try to live in a space that uplifts your spirit.

When I come home from a trip, after being strapped to a plane seat for 48 hours, I am bone tired and grumpy. But as soon as I arrive home, I am instantly transported to the nature and art that fills the space where I live.

Everything in the house is fairly inexpensive: baskets from around the world, antlers found in the Olympics, knickknacks collected over the years, and my photos. They are all remembrances. As much as I can, I work to surround myself with the aesthetic that inspires me and nurtures my soul.
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Landscaping Art’s yard, Seattle, Washington
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Resident sharp-shinned hawk
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Art’s yard today
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Resident great blue heron






THE NATIVE GARDEN

Not all nature photographers live in the wilds. In fact, both of us live in urban areas but enjoy creating inspiring gardens. Our yards provide us with connections to the natural world as well as places to play and experiment with photography close to home.

Much of both of our gardens is based on native plants. Native plants connect you with the wilds of the area you live in and have a lot to offer, including beautiful flowers throughout the growing season. Natives also attract a variety of birds and insects, even mammals. Exotic plants can create sterile environments for interesting bugs, or be too attractive to insects and demand toxic sprays. Natives attract a balanced variety of insects, from pollinators to predators, bees to butterflies, so are less likely to attract problem insects that can take over your garden.

Once you have a garden or natural outdoor space at your home, it’s easy to set up a camera and go outside! Gardens can also be useful stress-relievers. Going out and concentrating on the amazing insects that visit the flowers in the garden can put you in a better mood, lifting your outlook on life and nature. Focusing through the camera on a composition of native flowers, or trying to follow a native bee, might just keep you grounded and thankful for the beauty of life all around us.
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Bonsai on Art’s deck


INTEGRATING YOUR LIFE

All of these experiences—my childhood days playing in wooded ravines, experiencing Huang Shan, and building a beautiful, wildlife-filled garden in the city—are connected. They are important parts of my life that inform and inspire my photography today. They are also integrated into many aspects of my life. I strongly believe in striving for an integrated life. Everywhere I go on my property or in my house reminds me of what I am all about, from the environmental groups that I support with my photography to the places that I go when I am not working. It’s an old climber’s ethic: I am constantly drawn to the outdoors, to the mountains, to the wild places.

What about you? Is your life integrated with the things you love and care about? Does your home show off who you are? This does not mean that you have to become a full-time, professional photographer, but it does mean that if you care about photography, it is important to consider how your environment affects you.

If you live for photography but have none of your work hanging on the walls, or if you live for nature but have nothing that reminds you of nature in your home, then there is a disconnect. We all live with stress; the economy, world affairs, the environment—all of these things stress us out. I seek comfort in taking pictures and I have comfort in how I live. Everything in my house, every view from my home, reminds me of what I am about. You can do the same.

This does not have to be an expensive endeavor. I collect rocks from riverbeds that have patterns and lines, and put them in my garden. Looking at them uplifts me. The water that flows down through the garden is very comforting, just the sound of it. Remember, this is a city-lot garden, so it is not a huge place. It’s a small property that is on a bluff and has a view out to the water. Yet this house sat on the market for more than a year. People would drive up and they couldn’t see the house—every inch had succumbed to ivy. Now, raccoons, fox, and coyotes come to visit. The window in my den looks out over the garden. I can sit there, drink a glass of wine while reading a book, then look up to see the sharp-shinned hawk that comes every day to drink water from one of the pools.
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View from Art’s den

THE INFLUENCE OF ART

In art history class during college, I studied pieces from 3,000-year-old Venus figures to modern abstract expressionists, and everything in between
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ADDING YOUR OWN SLANT
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What Is Your Inspiration?
















EVERY PHOTO TELLS A STORY

ORANGE WALL AND SNOW:
 Being Alert to the Special Moment

I am a romantic at heart. I love to photograph traditions; I love to photograph nature. I love to photograph things that nurture the soul. A lot of this chapter has been about what nourishes my soul and inspires me.

This is a photo that I would never have taken four years ago, because I simply would not have seen it. The orange would have been too garish for my color palette. But I am still maturing, still finding inspiration from the world around us, and seeing things that I may not have seen a year or two ago.

I was on my way to interview a monk during the filming of Travels to the Edge, my television series, when I walked by this Shinto shrine that was bright orange, a color revered by the Shinto religion. The snow had just stopped falling, and the color was so intriguing. It had some of the Asian influences that I have been inspired by, but with the color, there was more.

The monk was waiting, standing in the snow in his wooden slippers, so I started to walk away, but then thought better of it and said to myself, “No, I had better get it now.”

I took one click with the camera, went and interviewed the monk, came back to shoot this subject exhaustively, and then it was all gone. The wind picked up, the snow dropped off, and it was over. The black branches on their own against the orange wall would not have done it; it was the combination with the white that made it happen.

—Art Wolfe
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Koyasan Winter, fine art photographic print

EF70–200mm F4L IS lens, f/16 for 1/10 sec., ISO 125
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