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Chapter One:
Introduction to
Photo Impressionism

“To see, we must forget the name
of the thing we are seeing.”
– Claude Monet

Q

u i t e s i m p ly , p h oto g ra p h y i s

“ pai n t i ng
with light.” However, usually the photographer is
attempting to render a scene as he or she saw it and
capture a moment using the appropriate composition, lighting and exposure. If you’re an architectural
or landscape photographer, this often involves waiting until the light is “just right” and then clicking the
shutter. Or, if you’re a portrait or studio photographer, it can involve
setting up artificial
lighting situations
and utilizing models or props. All of
these
approaches
to photography are
certainly valid and
can yield stunning
visual results.
But what if you
were to suspend
your definition of
“reality” and literal interpretation
temporarily and think of “light” as a tool to convey
an inner feeling or emotion? In this scenario, you
must go beyond what may “appear” on the surface
and delve a bit deeper into the subject matter. You
must allow the subject to “speak” to you and be still
enough and receptive enough to see the “visual feast”
that has been laid before you, studying all of the subtle nuances of the scene...often squinting your eyes
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to discern lines, shapes, colors, etc. This doesn’t come
easily and requires much patience and practice at
“distilling the essence,” but the rewards can be tremendous. By learning to see deeper, you’ll become a
much better photographer, regardless of what subject
matter you shoot.
Seeing deeper means engaging your imagination
and being free and open to all possibilities. It means
having the courage
to experiment without fear of being
judged as “bad” or
“wrong.” And it
means approaching
every subject with
fresh eyes and asking yourself “what
if,” even
when
you think you’ve
exhausted all creative possibilities.
The Impressionist
painters of the 19th
century knew this instinctively and applied these concepts to their work routinely. French painter, Claude
Monet, spearheaded the Impressionist movement with
the idea that small, thin, yet visible, brushstrokes could
depict light accurately in its changing qualities and
render a scene non-representational, yet recognizable.
His famous “Water Lilies” series of paintings attests to
this fact and has inspired generations of visual artists

to alter how reality is perceived and interpreted.
Having taught photography workshops in Monet’s
Garden (Giverny, France) over the past seven years,
with an emphasis on impressionistic camera techniques, I have journeyed to the heart of where it all
began and have been extremely fortunate to see the
beauty and light that Monet painted with my own
eyes. Through special arrangement with the Monet
Foundation in New York, I have been able to gain
private access to this famous Garden for my students
in the early morning (before it opens to the public)
and late afternoon (after it closes) for an entire week
and have literally felt Monet’s spirit emanating from
within, without the distraction of other tourists.
Over the years with so many repeated visits to
Monet’s Garden, I’ve been inspired to experiment
with various ways to express emotions or feelings
using my camera as a tool for capturing light in ways
that Impressionist painters might have interpreted
a scene.
What follows in this book is a detailed explanation
of each of these in-camera techniques: long-exposure
camera movement, “Multiple-Exposure Monet” (a
term I coined), Multiple-Exposure Rotate & Zoom,
Multiple-Exposure Tilt, Soft-Glow Montage, and
Composite Montage. I have also included a chapter that covers ten of my favorite apps for producing
painterly photographs using a smartphone.
Before approaching any subject, I suggest you ask
yourself this series of questions: “How am I feeling
when I examine this subject closely?” “What emo-

tions rise to the surface?” “Why am I drawn to this
particular subject and, more importantly, what aspect
of the subject is speaking to me? And finally, “How
can I best interpret that particular aspect using my
camera as a tool for personal expression?”
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Speaking of light and dark, you may be wonderYou may be wondering which subjects best lend
ing what types of lighting conditions best lend themthemselves to an impressionistic interpretation. For
selves to impressionistic renderings. In general, you
the most part, the answer lies within the limits of
can “paint” with your camera in any type of lightyour own creative vision; however, there are a few
ing and whenever inspiration strikes. As is the case
general guidelines that will help you to learn to see
when shooting subjects in a literal way, soft overcast
possibilities in a fresh, new way. First, look for scenes
light yields greater color saturation. However, unlike
that have large areas of tonal contrast. If you’ve ever
traditional photography, you can shoot impressionphotographed in black & white or dabbled in paintistic images under
ing, you’re probavery bright lightbly familiar with
ing
conditions
the term, “tonal
and achieve stuncontrast,”
which
ning results. (I’ve
refers to differences
“painted” some of
between light and
my best impressiondark areas within
istic masterpieces
the scene.
The
using my camera
greater the difbetween the hours
ference, the more
of 11 am and 3 pm.)
attention the area
This is because there
attracts. Secondly,
is greater exposure
look for scenes that
latitude at that time
show color contrast. Color contrast Replica of an Impressionist painter’s 19th-century atelier in Giverny, France. of day, which makes
light areas lighter
refers to changes in
and dark areas darker. So, when your fellow photogthe appearance of color surrounded by another color.
raphy friends are packing up their gear at high noon,
Colors with opposite characteristics, purple and yellow
thinking the light is too harsh and has too much
for example, contrast strongly when placed together.
contrast, tell them you’re going to continue shooting
Oftentimes, I find it is helpful to literally “squint”
because the light is still very good!
at the scene before me. This removes many distracting
A few words of caution: Not necessarily all scenes
elements and allows me to distill its abstract qualities
lend themselves to impressionistic interpretation.
— be it shapes, colors, lines, areas of light and dark, etc.
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When practicing each of the techniques, keep in
mind a painterly approach may or may not capture
the essence of your subject. You may discover you
prefer a more literal approach, and that’s okay. Don’t
allow the technique itself to become the dominant
focus of your image. You want the viewer to come
away with an “impression” and the image should convey the feeling first, and the technique should be a
secondary element to the picture. Think of the technique as a tool for helping you express feelings or
emotions. Nevertheless, I encourage you to experiment to your heart’s content.
It is my sincere hope that after reading this book,
you will be inspired to try new in-camera shooting
techniques you thought were never possible and also
learn to see on a much deeper, more poetic level.
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Chapter Four:
Multiple-Exposure
Techniques

“A picture is the expression of an impression.
If the beautiful were not in us,
how would we ever recognize it?”
– Ernst Haas

W

Monet’s Garden
one day, I was so overjoyed with the spectacle of
color before me that I decided to play with creating
abstract, impressionistic images in-camera using the
multiple-exposure feature on my Nikon digital SLR.
I imagined Monet planning and planting his garden
in much the same way he’d design a painting — with
colors, lines, shapes, patterns and textures all blending together to form
a harmonious tapestry. I visualized the
master himself sitting before a scene
with nothing but
an easel, color palette and paintbrush
in-hand, overlapping tiny strokes of
color onto his canvas to create a wonderful impression,
expressing the joy
he was feeling at
that moment.
The more I looked and studied the “banquet”
that was set before me, the more I began to really
“see” and the deeper my vision became. I discovered that by squinting my eyes, I could actually distinguish between light and dark values in the composition better and could also extract each of its
design elements.
hile photographing in
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Feeling euphoric, I ran for my camera and could
feel my heart racing in anticipation of something
huge and exciting that was about to happen. Using
the multiple-exposure feature on my Nikon digital
SLR, I set the camera to make three exposures and
overlapped each one by slightly moving the camera,
but keeping everything in close-to-perfect alignment. I could not believe my eyes when the resulting image appeared
on the LCD screen!
I created an impressionistic “painting”
expressing the sheer
ecstasy I was feeling and experiencing without a lot of
heavy lifting!
That was the day
my camera literally
became a paintbrush.
My mind, eyes and
heart were all in perfect synchronization.
Monet’s spirit infused every fiber of my being in this
magical moment, and it forever transformed the way I
now photograph and see the world.
I’ve been practicing these multiple-exposure techniques in-camera for almost ten years now and never
tire of them. What truly excites me is their unpredictability. No two images are ever alike, and the
pure joy in creating them seems to “shine through,”

expressing itself in the imagery. As you’ll soon discover, shooting multiple exposures offers an endless
array of fresh image-making possibilities.
I truly believe the multiple-exposure feature is
one of the most underutilized creative tools on a digital SLR camera today. Regardless of whether or not
you own a camera with multiple-exposure capability,
the shooting techniques outlined in this chapter are
identical. The only difference is that you’ll need some
knowledge of Photoshop to combine images postcapture, if you’re unable to do it in-camera. (More
about this later.)
Below are brief descriptions of three of my favorite multiple-exposure shooting techniques, followed
by step-by-step shooting instructions for each technique, a Visual-Breakdown page to help you understand how I arrived at the final result, and a Gallery
featuring several of my favorite examples.
Multiple-Exposure Monet

“That was the day my camera literally became
a paintbrush. My mind, eyes and heart were all
in perfect synchronization. Monet’s spirit infused
every fiber of my being in this magical moment,
and it forever transformed the way I now
photograph and see the world.”

“Multiple-Exposure Monet” is a term I coined to
describe combining three or more identical exposures
of the same scene in-camera, overlapping each one
very slightly but keeping everything in close-to-perfect alignment. It’s truly one of my favorite interpretive camera techniques, because the final result most
closely resembles that of an impressionistic painting.
While the shooting method is somewhat formulaic,
no two final images are ever the same, no matter how
hard you try to duplicate the effect in-camera.
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The Multiple-Exposure Monet technique produces the look of short, tightly spaced brush strokes
— almost like pastels on a pebbly surface. Subjects
that work best are those with fine details, such as
blossoming trees and fall foliage. To achieve the
appearance of tiny brush strokes, there must be a little separation between areas of color. Subjects that
contain large patches of color, such as large flowers
buildings, or cars, don’t work well.
Multiple-Exposure Rotate & Zoom
A Multiple-Exposure Rotate & Zoom photograph
produces a spiral effect that is very similar to the spiral I spoke of when explaining rotate/zoom imagery using a single exposure in the previous chapter.
However, instead of appearing as a smooth continuous spiral, this time the colorful swirl will look more
textured, made up of small, distinct points of color.
Almost any subject works well for this technique,
as long as it has strong tonal and color contrast. Seek
out subjects with fine details, such as blossoming trees,
fall foliage or vast fields of Tulips. An intimate landscape, such as a flower meadow with small blossoms
that are evenly spaced apart, would work well using
this technique, as would any subject with repeating
patterns. Keep in mind, subjects that contain large
patches of continuous color don’t work well.
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Multiple-Exposure Tilt
A Multiple-Exposure Tilt is similar to a LongExposure Tilt (discussed in Chapter Three), but
instead of making one continuous vertical sweep with
your camera, this technique involves making two or
more exposures in tiny vertical increments.
This form of expression works particularly well
when there is side-lighting. As you’re surveying
the scene, look for fairly even spacing between the
vertical lines. Pre-visualize by squinting. This will
help you decide which subject(s) might work best.
Subjects with strong vertical lines, such as trees or
even flowers with tall stalks or long skinny grasses
work well with this technique.
Much like a Multiple-Exposure Monet, this technique adds additional texture to your subject and
softens its overall appearance, making it appear as if
tiny horizontal brush strokes of paint were applied
to canvas.
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How to shoot a multiple-exposure monet

Step Six:

When your camera has
a multiple-exposure feature

Access the Multiple Exposure menu in your camera (usually a
sub-menu of the “Shooting Menu”).

Step One:

Note: The screengrab (at right) applies to Nikon cameras only.
All other camera users, consult your owner’s manual to learn
how to operate the multiple-exposure feature on your particular camera, set to three exposures, then skip to Step Sixteen.

Find a scene with striking tonal and color contrast.
Try squinting to help your eyes envision this better.

Step Two:
Compose the shot using a medium focal-length telephoto
lens (e.g. 70-200 mm). Mount your camera on a tripod.

Step Seven:

Set your camera to Manual Focus and focus the image.

Press the right arrow key on the command dial to highlight
“Multiple exposure mode.”

Step Four:

Step Eight:

Shoot in Aperture Priority or Manual mode and set your camera to the smallest aperture setting (e.g. f/16 or f/22). This will
enhance the stippled effect, because with maximum depthof-field, each individual element in your scene will appear in
sharp focus.

Press the right arrow key on the command dial a second time.

Step Three:

Step Five:
Take a meter reading, and adjust your shutter speed
accordingly, keeping the aperture at f/16 or f/22.
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Step Nine:

Step Twelve:

Press the up key on the command dial to highlight “On.” On
some cameras, you have the option of selecting “On (single
photo)” to take one multiple-exposure and resume normal
shooting, or “On (series)” to take a series of multiple-exposure
images without resuming normal shooting.

Press the right arrow key on the command dial.

Step Thirteen:
Step Ten:
Press the OK button in the lower left-hand corner of the back
of your camera. Notice that the Multiple-Exposure Mode is
now “ON” and activated.

Press the up or down key on the command dial to select the
number of desired exposures. In this example, we’ll choose
three exposures, but you can choose between two and ten
shots, depending on your camera model.
TIP: After much experimentation, I’ve found the MultipleExposure Monet technique works best when you choose
three or four exposures. Occasionally, seven exposures produces a pleasing effect, but more often than not, fewer than
seven seems to work best.

Step Eleven:

Step Fourteen:

Press the down arrow key on the command dial to highlight
“Number of Shots.”

Once you’ve selected the number of frames you wish to
shoot, press the OK button in the lower left-hand corner on
the back of your camera.
Ensure that Auto Gain is turned on. This will allow you to
shoot at the indicated meter reading, and you won’t have to
exposure-compensate between frames because the camera
will accomplish this for you automatically. (If you are shooting a subject with a very dark background, I suggest you
turn Auto Gain off for best results.) Some camera models,
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such as the Canon EOS-1DX and EOS 5D Mark III, allow you
to save individual source images in-camera as well. Consult
your owner’s manual to learn whether or not your camera
has this capability.

Step Fifteen:
Press the Menu button in the upper lefthand corner on the
back of your camera to exit from Multiple exposure. Check
to be sure Multiple exposure is now turned “ON” and activated in the Shooting Menu. Unless you chose the “On
(series)” option in Step Nine, you now have a maximum of 30
seconds in which to begin shooting the number of frames you
selected before the Multiple-Exposure feature automatically
deactivates itself, and the camera returns to normal shooting mode. You can extend this time interval in the Custom
Setting c2 menu (“Auto meter-off delay”), if you wish.

Step Sixteen:
Hand placement is one of the keys to success with this technique. (And you won’t want to use a cable-release.) Place
your right hand on the right side of the camera as if you
were hand-holding with your index finger ready to fire the
shot. Place your left hand under the camera, gripping the
camera and quick-release plate (if you have one) so that you
can move the camera very slightly. There should be a small
amount of “play” here, but everything will be locked down
pretty tightly. You’re going to force the camera to move very
slightly using precise, tiny movements (in much the same way
an Impressionist painter would use small, thin brushstrokes).
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Step Seventeen:
While keeping your hands in those positions, look through
your viewfinder and pick a point of reference on your viewfinder screen. This could be a place where two lines intersect, if you have an architectural grid screen. Or it could be
wherever your focus point happens to be set, if you have a
focus point showing in your viewfinder. Once you’ve located
that point, look to see where, in your scene, that point lands.
Now, you’re ready to shoot a series of exposures, each one
slightly out of alignment.

Step Eighteen:
While looking through your viewfinder and keeping your eye
on that point at all times, imagine moving your camera in a
“V” pattern, each time slightly misaligned. If you were going
to shoot 3 frames, for example, you’d start out without moving the camera at all for the first frame. Then shoot the second frame by moving the camera up and to the right of that
point ever so slightly (almost imperceptible if anyone were
watching you). Then shoot the third frame by moving the
camera up and to the left of that point ever so slightly.
If you were to shoot five frames, you could envision an “X”
instead of a “V” and take the first shot with no camera movement, then move the camera up and to the left for the second shot, up and to the right for the third, down and to the
left for the fourth, and down and to the right for the fifth.
In the early days of experimenting with this technique,
I adjusted the tension on my ball-head to a medium to
medium-high level and moved the camera in the same patterns described above, but this allowed a bit more freedom
between movements. Each increment was not quite as small,
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and in the majority of cases, the results produced images
that weren’t as appealing because of too much camera movement. Now, I do not ever loosen my ballhead; instead, all of
the movement comes from my two hands tightly gripping the
camera and forcing it to move.
TIP: Your camera movements between exposure increments
need to be very small and precise for best results.

When your camera does not have
a multiple-exposure feature
If your camera does not have built-in multiple-exposure capability, you can still achieve the Multiple-Exposure Monet stippled effect by shooting each frame separately in the field and
then combining exposures manually in Photoshop post-capture. Follow the same 18-step process above (eliminating Steps
Six through Fifteen) and shoot individual frames separately.
TIP: Take a picture of your hand or a finger before you begin
the series of frames, and after you complete the series. This
will help designate a starting and ending point when you’re
trying to find which frames to import into Photoshop when
processing images post-capture.
While you won’t see instant results of the combined images
on the back of your LCD, you can reproduce the same magical effect as in-camera multiple-exposures by installing and
using a free Multiple-Exposure Script from a website called
Outback Photo (www.outbackphoto.com).
On the Outback Photo homepage, click on the Photo Tuning
Filters box at the top of the left-hand column. This will take
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you to a page with Photoshop tools and plug-ins. Scroll all
the way down the page, and download and install the
“DOP_LayerStackOpacityBlending” script under the “Free
Scripts” heading.
For specific step-by-step instructions on how to install and
use this Multiple-Exposure Script in Photoshop, watch
Mark S. Johnson’s Photoshop Workbench video tutorial on
the www.msjphotography.com website. (When you reach the
homepage, enter the keyword “236” to be directed to a page
containing the video.)

Hand-held method
You can also achieve good results by hand holding your camera and rapidly firing a number of multiple shots, trying to
keep the camera “still” and in the same place as much as possible. Because it’s nearly impossible to hold the camera completely still, this method will produce a very similar impressionistic, textured effect. Make sure you shoot at the smallest possible aperture, if you can, and choose a shutter speed
that’s fast enough to render the scene sharp. This might
require increasing your ISO. (The general rule is not to use a
shutter speed that’s slower than 1 divided by the focal length
of your lens. So, for example, if you’re shooting at 85mm, you
shouldn’t hand hold using a shutter speed slower than 1/85
sec.) You may also wish to set your camera on continuous
high-speed shooting mode before composing.
Don’t expect success the first time, or even the first few times
you try shooting a Multiple-Exposure Monet image. Be
patient and practice often. (I’m still working on perfecting
the process myself!)
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Multiple-exposure monet visual breakdown

Multiple-exposure monet gallery

Original Scene

A multiple exposure of five images transformed this flowerbed in Monet’s Garden
(left) into a pointilistic painting. I moved the camera in an “X pattern” (starting in the
center for the first exposure, then up and to the right, up and to the left, down and to
the right, and finally, down and to the left). In this case, my camera movements were
not as tightly controlled as in some of the other Multiple-Exposure Monet images in
this Gallery, but I was very pleased with the results.
Exposure 1

Exposure 2

+

Exposure 3

+

=

Final Image
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The Sunken Garden (left) at Butchart Gardens in Victoria is stunning in and of itself
and is, by far, one of my favorite gardens to photograph. When I applied the MultipleExposure Monet technique using only three exposures in a “V pattern,” however, the
entire scene became a lovely textured tapestry of vibrant summer color. When you
encounter complex scenes, such as this, I recommend only three exposures. As you
keep adding more exposures, it softens the overall look and feel of the photograph.
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Multiple-Exposure Monet images can be very effective in backlit situations, like this
large red maple tree (left) I encountered one fall afternoon in the Arboretum in Seattle,
WA as the sun was setting. The Multiple-Exposure Monet image below (five exposures), captured the glowing essence of this beautiful tree and really helped emphasize
the texture of the leaves.
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