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Serendipity, Idiosyncrasies, 
and the Creative Process

My journey in photography began when I was about 14 years old. Obviously, back then, it was 
all about film and ferreting around in a darkroom, playing with noxious chemicals. However, 
my first creative love was art—painting, scribbling, doodling, just making marks anywhere 
and everywhere. Unfortunately, the uncontrollable doodling is a habit that has remained with 
me; no surface is safe in our house. 

I continued to shoot with my Canon A-1 until I was in my late teens. Then, life rather impeded 
further progression and I put it aside for a couple of decades. During this time, I continued to 
paint and draw, although not, it must be said, with any great prowess or skill. 

When digital photography became a viable proposition, I bought a camera and set off 
exploring ways to develop my creativity. It took several long years of shooting lamentably 
corny images of flowers, puppies, milky coastal scenes, and apricot sunsets before I realised 
that I really wasn’t expressing myself very well. I certainly wasn’t doing anything that hadn’t 
been done a million times before, by people with bigger sensors, sturdier tripods, better light, 
etcetera, etcetera. 

Coming across an ICM image by Chris Friel was a lightbulb moment for me. He continues 
to be a source of inspiration to this day—such a brilliant imagination, forever changing and 
pushing away at boundaries. The image in question was little more than a few slabs of colour 
within the frame. It had a Mark Rothko simplicity to it that just blew me away, and when I saw 
it, I couldn’t believe that a photograph could look this way. I knew immediately that I had to 
find out how it was done. 

Long story short, I pretty much dropped everything I was doing in order to find out what this 
kind of imagemaking was all about. A hastily arranged one-day workshop spent with Doug 
Chinnery (who was teaching ICM) and meeting Chris at the same time really set me off on 
a fresh path. Little did I know at the time how fiendishly difficult it is to get right. Now, ten 
years later, it seems bizarre that I find myself in the honourable position of teaching people 
what I know (and I really feel it doesn’t actually amount to very much). This artistic journey 
stretches out endlessly with more hills and valleys than I could have possibly imagined when 
I washed up on the Kent coast to meet Doug and Chris. 

I now find myself straddling this murky fusion of painting and photography—digital art, some 
might call it, although that sounds a bit soulless, I think. My workflow varies and has had to 
adapt radically now that teaching takes up so much of my time. Leaving aside the difficulties 
we have all faced during the pandemic, the only time I really get to do my own shooting 
now, apart from holidays and the very odd day out, is when I am away leading a workshop 
(obviously this is only after all our clients are happy and don’t need any help).
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Clearly, these snatched moments are not long enough for me to engage fully with anything, so 
I have had to develop a fresh approach, a way of working that I can readily incorporate into 
my life, and so I now do much more of that work in post processing. For the longest time, I 
was a purist and of the firm opinion that an image needed to be 99% right in-camera, and 
any recourse to Photoshop was cheating (probably a throwback to my time with a tripod, 
shooting conventional landscape work). Of course, the camera is already doing a modified 
version of what Photoshop does (I am referring here to blend modes) and that blinkered 
point of view really doesn’t have much to commend it.
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I shoot using a Canon EOS R5 and a couple of lenses—mostly 
a tired and battered old 70-300mm zoom. I like the way 
it compresses perspective, and it also means I have less 
“stuff” to arrange when I look through the viewfinder. I am 
chronically disorganised and clumsy, so the fact that I can 
head out with one camera, one lens, and nothing else is an 
absolute bonus. It means I can simply engage with the act of 
being creative, or trying to be. I have little interest in kit these 
days, other than the fact that it does what I need it to. 

I make my images using a combination of ICM and multiple 
exposure. I have discovered that the most important elements 
when I am shooting are time, simplicity, and tonal values. 
Firstly, it takes an enormous investment of time, not only 
in deciding what it is I want to say, but also in figuring out 
how I might realise those ideas. The combination of settings 
at my fingertips is pretty much limitless, not only with 
different camera movements and shutter speeds (for ICM), 
but with blend modes and deciding how many images to 
combine into one composite. It is not unusual for me to sit 
in front of whatever has caught my eye for an hour trying to 
figure out how best to juggle all the options and variables 
in order to make a pleasing image. It can also be mentally 
very taxing. Normally, after a couple of hours of such intense 
concentration, I am in desperate need of a break. 

Of equal importance is what I choose to shoot. I know I 
work better with simplicity. That my images are often fairly 
cluttered might suggest that I am failing in this aim. However, 
I know that I as I work through a sequence, I can always 
add elements into the mix. It is much harder to remove 
them. Therefore, I start with simplicity—and I really do 
mean that, often no more than a few lines or an interesting 
division between light and dark—then work from there. Also 
important in terms of what I choose to shoot are tonal values. 
Probably more so than subject matter, actually. Whether it is 
ICM or multiple exposure, I find that elements with contrasts 
produce more successful images. 
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Although my workflow has changed since the teaching took over, I still very definitely need 
to start off an image in-camera. There are myriad tools in software that can approximate ICM, 
and obviously multiple exposure imagery can be easily mimicked in Photoshop. However, 
I never start my composites from straight images. I think it leaves me with too many 
choices. I have four blend modes in my camera; in Photoshop there are 26. I can import any 
combination of the tens of thousands of images I have in my catalog and blend them together 
using all those blend modes. Where to start? And, more importantly, where to stop? Just too 
many options. Creativity obviously thrives on boundaries, and working solely in Photoshop 
gives me too many decisions to make and the resulting images end up looking contrived and 
static to my eye. 
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What I have realised in recent years is that the creative process very definitely doesn’t end 
the moment we remove the SD card from our cameras, not only with regard to editing an 
image, but with printing too. The way I work, although controllable to a certain degree, relies 
on a significant amount of serendipity, and so the fact that I can churn out endless identical 
copies of the same file seems somewhat to fly in the face of what I do, which is to embrace the 
idiosyncrasies inherent in this way of shooting. 

I really don’t want endless identical repetition, and so my current focus is on finding ways 
to most effectively hand-finish my prints. That, I have discovered, is a whole new adventure 
with a seemingly bottomless pit of challenges. It is certainly one that is unlikely to be resolved 
anytime soon.
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"...the fact that I can head out with one camera, 
one lens, and nothing else is an absolute 

bonus. It means I can simply engage with the 
act of being creative..."
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"The way I work, although controllable to a certain degree, 
relies on a significant amount of serendipity..."
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Thank you so much, everyone, for submitting images to this exercise. I was happy to receive 
70 images from 27 different photographers. It was a joy to see how much effort you have been 
putting into this. Some of you have built setups at home or in the garage to practice and create 
a certain image. Some of you worked for days to get the desired results. I was also pleasantly 
surprised that amongst those who submitted were newcomers and very experienced ICM 
photographers alike. It shows that ICM photography is a never-ending source of inspiration and 
pool of creativity. 

I have picked six images which I felt represented the goal of the exercise well, to achieve a total 
abstract, and were interesting and intriguing photographs that a viewer would want to spend 
a long time looking at. The task was not made easy since there were far more than six excellent 
images in the batch. However, there are decisions to be made, even if difficult ones. I hope that 
my feedback will give you some new ways to look at and critique images and help you develop 
further in your ICM path. And for those of you whose images did not get picked this time, please 
keep clicking and keep submitting!

Like with this exercise, the next exercise will be a topic-based exercise and will be geared 
towards anyone who wants to submit, at all levels and stages of their ICM journey.

Please note that the instructions for Exercise #5 are on pages 54-55 immediately following this 
feedback article.  

March 2021 ICM Exercise: 
Total Abstract ~ Rhapsody of Colour

Kaisa Sirén's Feedback on Six Selected 
Images from ICM Exercise #4


