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There exists a m ong st m a ny la nd sc ape photog raphers a notion that all land sc ape 
photog raphs m ust b e razor sharp ne ar to far – f64 and  b e there (not!). Unfortunately, this 
one-size-fits-all approa ch to la nd sc ape photog raphy quite often incre ases the visual 
com plexity (b usy-ness) of an im a g e a nd  cre ates visual com petition a m ong st its elem ents. 
Most im portantly, d isplaying everything  in the fram e in b rillia nt sharpness le aves very 
little to the viewer’s im a g ination.  

Razor sharpness throug hout the entire fra m e  of a la nd sc ape/nature photog raph often 
runs counter-effe ct to the photog rapher’s intention. W hen attem pting  to d epict the 
vastness of the scene b e fore the c am era, em ploying  m a xim um  Depth of Field  (DOF) 
ironic ally often d estroys the very d epth d epth that the photog rapher se eks to cre ate. 
This is a particularly eg re g ious ha b it of view cam era users (i.e., users of larg e  form at 
she et film  c am eras), m a ny of whom  fe el that sinc e c am era  m ovem ents a fford  precise 
control of focus, the im a g e  should e m ploy m axim um  DOF and  b e  in precise focus 
throug hout. 

Let’s take a look at a photog raph I 
m a d e in Septem b er 2007 in the 
W asatch Mountains of Utah (click 
to enlarg e ): 
 
This photog raph was m a d e with a 
4×5? view cam era with a 120m m  
lens, and  m y focus was pla c e d  
som ewhere on the tre e lim b s. I 
restricte d  the aperture to a b out f11 
to focus the viewer’s attention on 
the elem ents that g ra b b e d  m y 
attention. The ra d iating  form  of 
the tre e lim b s and  m ixe d  splashes 

of color and  lig ht sucke d  m e rig ht in. As Guy Ta l a nd  I d iscuss in all our workshops, the 
elem ents that d raw you to photog raph som ething  a re the elem ents that you should  se ek 
to em phasize, while all other elem ents in the sc ene should  b e d im inishe d  or a bsent. This 
is a b asic and  solid  theory of com position, and  it m a g ic ally works every tim e. In the 
b rilliant word s of Antoine d e Saint-Exupery, “a d esig ner knows he has achieved perfection 
not when there is nothing left to a d d, but when there is nothing left to take away.” 
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W hen I first b e g a n showing  this photog raph, non-photog raphers re a cte d  very favora b ly 
toward s it, where as m a ny photog raphers m a d e com m ents a b out the shallow DOF/la ck 
of sharp focus throug hout. N aturally, I was hum ore d  b y the latter com m ents, as the 
shallow DOF was intentiona l – not the result of a n unfortunate error!  

N ow let’s take a look at a second  
b ut ne arly id entic al photog raph – 
sa m e everything  b ut aperture. For 
this exposure the aperture was f32 
(or possib ly f45) (click to enlarg e ): 
 
W ith g re ater DOF, the b a c kg round  
elem ents b e c om e  m ore d istra cting , 
and  the splash of lig ht in the 
b a c kg round  b e com es m ore 
g laring . Not only d oes g re ater 
DOF ruin m y im pression of the 
scene, it m a kes for g re ater visual 
clutter. Not som ething  I strive for 

in a photog raph. 

W hen I a m  a ttra cte d  to photog raph som ething, I ana lyze the elem ents and  ask 
questions: What is it that d rew m e over here to m a ke this photog raph? W hat are the 
im portant e lem ents here? What is it that I want to em phasize? W hen I have answere d  
these questions, where I pla c e m y tripod  a nd  c am era, where I focus, and  what aperture I 
use are essentially answere d  for m e. I d on’t b lind ly apply m axim um  DOF rules just 
b e c ause m y equipm ent is c apa b le nor b e c ause that’s what is instructe d  b y the how-to 
g uid es of la nd sc ape and  nature photog raphy. In im a g e -m a king , the prim ary g oa l for 
any photog rapher should  b e  to d o what b est serves the sub je ct m atter. A one-size-fits-all 
approa ch to DOF in la nd sc ape photog raphy rarely d oes that. 
Michael E. Gordon is an award-winning fine art landscape photographer and respected digital print 
maker. Michael leads photographic workshops and tours and provides printing services and custom 
printer/paper profiles for photographers. He lives in Southern California with his wife Shauna and their 
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