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Finding the Spirit of the Scene
Photographs and text by Warren Marr

If I had to characterize my approach to creating fine
art images, it would be that I am an artist first and a
photographer second. My primary objective is the

creation of an emotionally satisfying image and I’m rel-
atively flexible about how I get there. Nevertheless, I have
developed a routine, which I generally follow in creat-
ing prints.

My images begin with a single exposure on either an
Art Panorama 6X17cm camera fitted with a 90mm Ni-
kor SW lens, or a Fuji GX 617 camera, which I use with
105, 180, and 300mm lenses. Recently, I began to use an
XPan, the 35mm Hasselblad panorama camera, which
enables me to work more extemporaneously. I have used
Fuji Velvia 120 film since its introduction.

There is little separation between my approach to fine
art and commercial work. For a given composition, I
create a series of images over a period of time as the light
changes based on a previsualized concept in my mind.
Laid out on the light box these developed transparen-
cies usually run from light that’s beginning to get inter-
esting, to very sweet light, to light that’s gone. Seeing
these gives me a very good idea of how the light actually
behaves, and I can now refine even more my vision of
the finished print.

Throughout the printing process, I’m able to com-
pare changes on the computer screen and on paper to
not only the initial series of transparencies, but also to
my internal knowledge of how the light actually ap-
peared in the landscape. Many days simply sitting in
one place observing light patterns has given me a light-
ing palette, which I mentally refer to all the time.

Once a transparency is chosen, my basic workflow
begins with outsourcing to a lab for drum scanning. I
import the resulting 200 or 300 MB files into my Mac
G4, running OS 9.2, and make the initial file adjust-
ments in Photoshop 6. Then the layered files are trans-
fered onto a Mac G4 Cube, which I use as a stand-alone

Shaker Hill Swamp, step 3, finished print.

driver for my Epson 10000 printer using Epson pigment-
ed inks.

I generally downsize the layered files to 3x9 inches for
testing, and make up to a couple dozen test prints at
that size. Often, I make the tests over a period of time
and let them sit awhile before looking again with a fresh
eye to decide which one is most appealing. Any layer
adjustments made on the 3x9 inch print are transferred
to the original full size layered file, saved and then the
file is resized to 12, 24, 42, and 60 inches long. That
image is then ready for printing, full size.

Each image gets treated differently depending on what
it needs in the way of improvement. Sometimes I make
changes to specific areas, but usually the changes are
global, over the entire image, and they revolve around
adjusting the overall contrast as well as the color con-
trasts.

I don’t place any particular limitations on what I
change, except to make sure the final result is pleasing
to my eye. It is amazing what a little move in a given
color brightness level can make in the emotional impact
of an entire image. Color relationships can vary as well,
changing moods from somber to vibrant.

If the scene is well known, then I feel it is appropriate
to make fewer adjustments, but if the composition is
uniquely my own, or if my intention is to create a spe-
cific mood, then I give myself more latitude in what
changes are acceptable.

I like to explore the options fully, just to get a com-
plete understanding of what is and isn’t possible. I do
this by opening an adjustment layer, and going through
most of the colors, moving the slider back and forth,
observing how things look. All of these moves are done
independently of each other, and are almost complete-
ly empirical, instinctual changes.

I begin the image editing process by addressing the
overall contrast in a variety of ways, some of which work
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Top: Shaker Hill Swamp, step 1. Bottom: Shaker Hill Swamp, step 2. Since I took this photograph in dim light in the middle
of a light rainfall, the original image was somewhat murky (step1, top). Making it presentable revolved around brightening

the color saturation (step 2, bottom) and opening up the space from front to back by adjusting color balances (step 3,
opposite page), all the while keeping a balance between how much green was appropriate with the fall colors.

This particular image I have actually printed several different ways.

for certain images, and some for others. As I move the
individual RGB curves, I observe the changes in the im-
age. I first move the middle up and down, then the
white point back and forth, then I make the curve itself
more or less vertical, and finally I put a shoulder on the
curve. I also use Levels and bring the white and black
points in, and play with the middle gray point.

I use a variety of masking techniques to open up the
shadow areas, usually selecting the darker parts of either
a single color channel or the RGB shadows, then plac-
ing a curve on that feathered selection and lightening
the selection. This has to be done judiciously, without
overdoing things.

Two other things I always do are to make Selective
Color and Saturation adjustments. Everything to this
point has set the basic image foundation, but it is here
that my aesthetic sense comes into play, creating the
fine nuances that make an image sing. Most of my tests
are based on small changes to either of these adjust-
ment layers as I refine internal color relationships.

There are many other Photoshop techniques I use oc-
casionally when necessary that are too varied to go into
here in any detail.  Suffice it to say that there is a time

and place for everything.
I usually do spotting and dust clean up on a separate

layer in the beginning prior to any other adjustments.
Sharpening I do to the final file of each size print, in a
manner that improves the image, without being appar-
ent to the naked eye.

My computers have been color calibrated, but I do
not pay particular attention to recalibrating them on a
frequent basis, since most of my work is in house. In
truth, most of the changes I make are so fine that the
only real way to judge the result is to look at the printed
piece, which is what I do.

Almost all of the time I use a standard Epson printer
driver, but through experience I’ve learned that some
tones require other drivers, which I’ve either made my-
self, or paid someone else to make for me. I use the Ep-
son pigmented inkset, primarily because I purchased my
printer before the UltraChrome inkset was available.
However, for my work, I actually prefer the smaller gam-
ut of the pigmented inkset, which has a softer look, al-
most like a color platinum print. I also appreciate the
extraordinary archival quality of the pigmented inkset.

For several different reasons, both technical and aes-
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To see another step-by-step progression of one of Warren Marr’s
landscapes visit the subscribers’ section of
www.cameraarts.com. For Warren Marr’s contact informa-
tion see the Creative Sources section of this magazine (page 71).

Top: Green River from Candlestick Camp, step 1. Middle: Green River from Candlestick Camp, step 2. Bottom: Green River
from Candlestick Camp, step 3, finished print. This image was very close to complete without any digital assistance (step 1).

However, it was helped immensely by increasing the contrast and opening up the shadow areas on the left side (step 2),
as well as by bringing up the brightness levels of the predominant warm colors (step 3).

thetic, I now print primarily on Hahnemühle Photo
Rag 308. Surprisingly, although some changes need to
be made, I’ve found that the basic digital file works on
many different kinds of paper.

Until I could do almost all of the work myself, I was
never fully satisfied with the results. It wasn’t anybody’s
fault, but achieving what I desire is extremely labor and
time intensive. It simply wouldn’t be feasible for any-
one else to do it. Given that my work habits are unique-

ly my own, I depend on the digital process and my
own printer to produce my prints. So, although I do
not yet use digital capture, the digital process in general
has been extraordinarily liberating.                          ■


