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I didn’t set out to create a 
book about flowers. Truth be told, 
I became involved with this project 
long before the seeds for this book 
were ever germinated. Years before 
lifting a camera, I was mysteriously 
drawn to the intoxicating beauty of 
our planet’s luscious, color-saturated 
flora. Decades later, it still astounds 
me to think that flowering plants 
begin as tiny seeds or bulbs. With the 
right synergy of sunshine, water, and 
earth, they burst forth through the 
soil in a multitude of colors, mirror-
ing the splendor of a late summer’s 
double rainbow. After years of pho-
tographing flowers, I still see them 
as nothing shy of a miracle. I never 
grow tired of photographing these 
mysterious and enchanting enti-
ties of the plant kingdom. In a way, 
they’ve become beloved members of 
my extended family.

Macro photography captivates 
my interest and endlessly stimu-
lates me to keep exploring new sub-
ject matter. This is because in close-

up photography there are more than 
a thousand different compositional 
possibilities within one tiny bouquet 
of flowers. What’s equally exciting is 
the knowledge that each one of these 
compositions is unique to me. Macro 
photography truly permits a photog-
rapher to be a creative pioneer and 
develop his or her own style.

I think one reason that I enjoy 
photographing flowers so much is 
because I have a persistent curios-
ity about the vibrant denizens of this 
sun-drenched world and an awe-
filled appreciation for them. I find 
these traits essential when captur-
ing macro images. It’s my wish that 
you, too, will be inspired to integrate 
curiosity and awe with your passion 
for photography. 

Above all else, photographing, 
writing, and designing this book has 
been a journey of personal discov-
ery. I’ve learned a multitude of things 
about myself during countless hours 
of working with flowers, and I’ve 
learned even more from drafting the 

text for this book. Just as I’ve grown 
as a creative person, it’s my dream 
that in some small way Botanical 
Dreaming will inspire you to strive 
toward a self-actualized life of artis-
tic fulfillment. In the pages that fol-
low, I hope to convey my exuberance 
for life, and a lust for the creative 
process. Like the age-old redwoods, 
my approach to life is to never stop 
growing, despite all obstacles that 
may impede this process.

I’ve noticed that in this rapid, 24/7 
society, it becomes all too easy to get 
caught up in the stress of everyday life. 
In doing so, we tend to separate our-
selves from nature. Given the chance, 
photography becomes a metaphor in 
which to not only unite with the nat-
ural world, but also to slow down and 
absorb the beauty of life—and what 
better way than through the lens of a 
camera? What I wish to stimulate in 
you is a sense of awareness that will 
make all the difference in the images 
you choose to capture, and ultimately 
in the way you live your life.

Introduction Introduction

“All the time I was getting closer to animals and to nature, and as a result,

closer to myself and more and more in tune with the spiritual power that I felt all around.”

– Jane Goodall, Reason for Hope
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Introduction

Botanical Dreaming is divided 
into three distinct parts. In Part One, 
you’ll discover a treasure trove of 
timeless secrets designed to awaken 
your creativity. With illustrations 
and easy-to-follow text, Part Two 
presents more than a dozen tech-
niques for capturing unique and col-
orful images of flowers. After you’ve 
clicked the shutter, Part Three takes 
you on an inspiring journey into the 
world of Photoshop possibilities. If 
you’ve ever sought to transform a 
photograph from something ordi-
nary into a masterpiece, the mon-
taging, compositing, retouching, and 
color correction concepts in this part 
promise to give your creative expres-
sion new wings.

This book is not dependent on 
any particular version of Adobe 
Photoshop. Rather, the creative tech-
niques found within transcend any 
particular version of the program and 
dip gracefully into the well of clas-

sic imagemaking. Through the ideas 
and images contained within, it is my 
hope that Botanical Dreaming will 
help to nurture your inner artist and 
allow your creativity to blossom.

This book is about the process of 
creating images, and is not designed 
to cover step-by-step procedures. If 
you’re seeking detailed Photoshop 
instruction that addresses workflow, 
color correction, retouching, compos-
iting, and printing techniques, I sug-
gest adding a copy of my eBook, The 
Photographer’s Photoshop Companion, 
to your digital library. Additionally, 
to discover a wealth of complimen-
tary video tutorials that cover spe-
cific Photoshop procedures, look no 
further than the Radiant Vista web 
site—www.radiantvista.com.

Since I am a photographer, not a 
horticulturist, a word of caution is in 
order:  I do not know all the names of 
the glorious flowers in this book. My 
intention wasn’t to create a book for 

horticultural reference, so please for-
give any creative liberties I may have 
taken in my plant nomenclature.

Finally, if I may open my heart for 
a moment, I’d like to share with you 
another reason I sat down to create 
this book. Our planet is threatened 
by pollutants and toxins, which are 
having a catastrophic effect on all of 
the Earth’s kingdoms. The human 
race itself is in grave danger, perhaps 
most notably from pessimism, fear, 
apathy, and now terrorism. But that’s 
not where I choose to focus my atten-
tion. Instead, I’ve selected a different 
path—one where positive actions 
and creative energy can begin to turn 
the tide of humanity toward expres-
sions of hope, joy, inspiration, and 
love. Please join me in this intention, 
for it is our collective appreciation of 
nature that will allow the planet we 
call home to flourish forever.

Introduction

“Every flower is a soul blossoming in nature.”

– Gérard de Nerval, French poet



14

Part One: Entering A Creative Space

15

 n s p i r a t i o n  i s  a  g i f t . 
Throughout my life, inspiration has 
appeared momentarily and disap-
peared all too quickly; the elusive 
muse of my earthly existence. Like 
a flower-scented spring breeze that 
lifts the spirits out of the doldrums 
of winter, I once thought that inspi-
ration was something that could nei-
ther be captured nor contained.

Only recently, as I entered my 
third decade of life, did I have any 
sense of how to keep the embers of 
inspiration aglow and become a part 
of every cell of who I am. In essence, 
I’ve learned how to “allow the magic 
to happen” spontaneously in my life. 

In doing so, the winds of inspiration 
fill my sails almost every day.

This inspiration, this magic, 
is nothing less than liberating. 
Inspiration is indeed a gift, yet one 
that is available to each of us merely 
for the asking—what is often called 
the power of intention. I’ve come to 
the realization that for me, photog-
raphy is nothing less than a spiritual 
experience, the vehicle to manifest 
this magic. The lens of my camera 
becomes a portal to a mysterious and 
captivating world.

If I may be poetic, photography 
allows me to observe and appreciate 
the subtle mysteries of the divine. As 

if a veil has been lifted from my eyes, 
I sense the indescribable beauty in 
each and every flower petal. I notice 
the nuance of vibrant hues in each 
sunrise and sunset. I marvel at the 
dynamic tapestries found in nature, 
from the textures of tree bark to the 
patterns in smooth river stones.

In simplest terms, photography 
exults my five senses during moments 
that can best be described as divine 
rapture. William Shakespeare once 
wrote, “The earth has music for those 
who listen.” I have learned to listen 
with my eyes and my heart.

I

“Lost in awe at the beauty around me, I must have slipped into a state of heightened awareness.

It is hard—impossible, really—to put into words the moment of truth that suddenly came upon me then.

Even the mystics are unable to describe their brief flashes of spiritual ecstasy.

It seemed to me … that self was utterly absent; I and the chimpanzees, the earth and trees and air,

seemed to merge, to become one with the spirit power of life itself.” 

– Jane Goodall, Reason for Hope

Allow The Magic To Happen
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Become the Observer

If the art of photography could be 
reduced to one simple rule, it might 
be this: Observe everything as if you 
are looking at it for the first time—
with curiosity and wonder.

Photography is a metaphor for 
living in the present moment: paying 
attention to both the overall scene as 
well as the smallest of details. If you 
observe all that you see with an open 
heart, there is sublime beauty to be 
discovered in every detail of earthly 
creation. I think French philosopher 
Marcel Proust expressed it best when 
he said, “The real voyage of discov-
ery consists not in seeking new land-
scapes, but in having new eyes.”

Every time I reach for my cam-
era and step outdoors, I first become 
an explorer, spending nearly every 
moment simply observing. I’ve dis-

covered that if I look closely enough, 
I can observe an entire universe in 
a blade of grass. You too have this 
power to deeply observe.

Sometimes moments, more often 
longer periods of time, are spent in a 
state of contemplative stillness. I pay 
careful attention to my surround-
ings, seeking the hidden beauty 
often passed over during hurried or 
distracted moments, when I’m too 
busy to notice the simple beauty of 
nature’s alchemy. I’ve found that if 
I quietly explore with the intention 
to observe, a magical, if not mysti-
cal moment almost always occurs. 
This is what I hope to freeze with 
the camera’s shutter. When I suc-
ceed, my heart races in ecstasy and I 
feel a deep, inherent connection with 
the subject, whatever it may be.

“The challenge for me was to photograph what I felt, not just what I saw.”  

– Katrin Eismann, artist, author, and educator

Allow The Magic To Happen
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Ultra-Close Focus

Over the years, I’ve found that the 
real litmus test of photography is to 
try to capture images that make my 
heart skip a beat. While many images 
never make it past initial review, the 
ones that move forward in my work-
flow become a treasured part of my 
personal expression. Ultimately, my 
objective is to make images that cre-
ate a memorable synthesis of color, 
light, and purity—ones that express 
the joy I feel deep within my soul.

Shoot Wide Open
I shot most of the images in this book 
with an aperture of f/2.8. Macro pho-

tography with a wide-open aperture 
creates an environment for surprising 
and sometimes enchanting results. 
For example, one petal may become 
a wash of intense color, another petal 
may reveal a drop of water, and a 
cluster of blossoms may form a com-
plementary backdrop to all of this. In 
the best of images, the viewer may be 
spellbound by the seductive lines cre-
ated by something as tiny as fallen 
pollen spores. When my aperture is 
set to f/2.8 and the lens is focused to 
a 1:1 “life-size” magnification ratio, 
that’s when I encounter many of 
the arresting “WOW!” moments—
moments when the resulting play of 
light and color steals my breath away.

Select Luminescent Flowers
For potentially delightful results, it’s 
helpful to select flowers that behave 
like crepe paper—flowers such as 
California poppies, Gerber daisies, 
and brilliant tulips that both transmit 
and conduct light, almost as though 
they’re collaborating with the sun to 
create colors imagined only in the 
best of dreams. 

See the Light
Macro photography works well in 
both bright light and in flat, over-
cast conditions. If it’s sunny, I’m not 
as concerned about harsh light and 

Ultra-Close Focus

shadows as I would be when photo-
graphing intimate landscapes, such 
as a meadow of wildflowers, or grand 
scenics, such as Kauai’s Na Pali 
Coast. With a macro lens, it’s much 
easier to work around harsh shadows 
and hot spots by moving in tightly 
on the subject. Bright sunlight is 
always welcome when photograph-
ing luminescent flowers, because 
backlight illuminates the petals and 
permits for handholding with very 
fast shutter speeds.

In overcast conditions, I concen-
trate less on backlit images and work 
more with soft shapes (e.g., the play 
of one blossom as it interacts with 
another nearby) and complementary 
or harmonious colors—blues and yel-
lows, greens and magentas, purples 
and oranges. A lack of bright high-
lights and deep shadows prevents 
undesired shapes and patterns from 
cluttering the composition. No mat-
ter what the light conditions, when-
ever possible, I seek out a quiet and 
windless place to do my work.

Just the Facts
While the artistry of macro pho-
tography relies heavily on the right 
brain, the most gratifying images are 
the result of a collaboration of both 
cerebral hemispheres.
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Here’s a left-brain list of the gear and 
technical specifications I used to cre-
ate images for this book:

• Canon 10D digital SLR camera 
with a Sigma 105mm macro lens 
(which performs as a 168mm lens 
because of the 1.6x lens conversion 
factor on my 10D). 

• Camera set on aperture-priority 
mode, and the aperture set wide 
open at f/2.8.

• Manual focus

• Daylight white balance

• Handheld camera. Frequently, I get 
off of my feet and lie on the ground 
to close in on shots. Many of my 
favorite images are taken from this 
vantage point. 

• With the exception of a few spe-
cial shoots (see “Water Droplets 
on Glass” and “The Ultraviolet 
Influence”), I capture images using 
natural light. Shooting conditions 
include sun or a bright white over-
cast sky; otherwise, I push the ISO 
so that I can continue to handhold. 

Handholding 
You may have noticed that I haven’t 
said anything about tripods. That’s 

because handholding the cam-
era affords unparalleled freedom of 
movement, allowing me to experi-
ment with hundreds of possible 
compositions from every conceivable 
angle. I have nothing at all against 
tripods. I simply find that when it 
comes to macro photography, a tri-
pod often inhibits freedom of move-
ment and may limit creativity. (In 
low light conditions, however, a tri-
pod may be necessary.)

To successfully capture images 
with a handheld camera, I require 
enough light for a shutter speed that 
freezes the jitter of my hands. Here’s 
the formula to determine if you can 
safely handhold the camera. Take the 
focal length of the lens and put a 1 
in front of it to make a fraction. The 
resulting fraction indicates the low-
est shutter speed at which it is safe 
to handhold the camera. For exam-
ple, when using a 125mm lens, it’s 
safe to handhold down to 1/125th of 
a second. Any shutter speed slower 
than this may result in out-of-focus 
images. If you’re shooting with a dig-
ital SLR, remember to account for 
the possible lens conversion factor 
created by camera sensors smaller 
in size than a 35mm piece of film. 
Contact the manufacturer to find out 
if your camera model has a lens con-
version factor. If it does, multiply the 
lens conversion number by the focal 

Ultra-Close Focus

length of your lens before applying 
the formula for handholding.

Seek a Variety of Compositions
More often than not, I photograph 
flowers that don’t hug the ground 
so that I can frame compositions 
from both above and below. I look 
for blooms that grab the light and 
illuminate with brilliant colors. 
Blossom size isn’t as critical, but I 
often find that the most amena-
ble subjects have multiple flowers 
within close proximity.

Move into the Flow
Once you feel comfortable with the 
workings of your camera, try to let the 
technical considerations run quietly 
in the background and allow your-
self to gradually move into the flow 
of the moment. Have fun! Let go of 
preconceived notions. Experiment. 
Some of the best mistakes lead to 
greater wisdom.

Because I shoot consistently at 
f/2.8 in aperture-priority mode, 
my only technical consideration is 
whether or not the shutter speed is 
fast enough to handhold the cam-
era. By relegating technical consid-
erations to the back of my mind, 
I’m able to focus all of my attention 
on creating images that envelop my 
heart with a warm glow.
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Red Tulips and Ice Crystals

This montage derives its strength 
from two images at polar ends of 
the seasonal spectrum. The first is an 
image of intricate January ice crystals 
frozen to the window of my home in 
Boulder, Colorado. The second is a 
trio of brilliant spring tulips photo-
graphed with a translucent piece of 
green tissue paper as the backdrop.  

After stacking the tulips on top 
of the ice crystals, I played with the 
blending modes to see if a magical 
moment might occur. As luck would 
have it, Hard Light blending mode 
provided just the pulse-increasing 
moment I had wished for.  

With the montage nearing com-
pletion, I decided to eliminate the 
faint blue cast created by the tint 
of the ice crystals by stacking a 
Channel Mixer adjustment layer on 
top of the ice crystal layer. In the 
Channel Mixer dialogue, I checked 
the Monochrome box and tweaked 
the Channel sliders until the scene 
matched my vision.  To add contrast 
to the midtones, I stacked a Curves 
adjustment layer set to Luminosity 
mode at the top of the layer stack.

1 2 3

Multi-Image Montages

“Nature is a great tranquilizer.

Remember, sometimes the most relaxing music 

can be found in your own backyard

with the stereo turned off.”

– Brian Luke Seaward,

Quiet Mind, Fearless Heart
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Pink Anemones
and Glass Bottle

Consider the essence of springtime. 
For me, nothing conveys that feeling 
more than this image, and that’s why 
I chose it as the cover for this book. 
To produce the final piece, I blended 
together two images—pink anemo-
nes and the luminescent neck of a 
green glass bottle surrounded by a 
warm orange color.

After pasting the glass bottle on 
top of the anemones, I selected the 
Move tool and pressed Shift while 
repeatedly tapping the + (plus) 
key. This keyboard combination 
cycled through the layer blending 
modes until I discovered one that 
really caught my eye—Overlay. The 
Overlay blending mode not only 
added rich texture and colors to the 
image, it also saturated the scene.  

At this point, I liked the right 
half of the image, but the left half 
appeared to be missing something, 
so I copied the glass bottle layer and 
flipped it horizontally. The merging 
of the two glass bottle layers with the 
pink flowers below was pure magic.  

As a result of doubling the Overlay 
blending effect, the highlights became 
overly bright. While working in a 
Selective Color adjustment layer 

3 4 5 6

1 2

to perfect the color balance, I used 
the Black slider under the Whites 
pull-down menu to tone down the 
highlights. (This is just another way 
to achieve the same effect as using 

the Input Levels White Point slider 
in the Levels dialogue.) A Hue/
Saturation adjustment layer added 
for minor saturation modifications 
completed the look I intended.

Multi-Image Montages
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