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LEExposure

Canon EOS 5D Mark III, 24-70mm f/2.8 lens, four seconds at 
f/11, ISO 200, two 0.9 ND fi lters, 0.6 ND soft grad, polariser
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Composition     
masterclass

WHEN DOUG CHINNERY STARTED OUT TAKING LANDSCAPE PHOTOGRAPHS, 
HIS WORK FOLLOWED ALL THE STANDARD CONVENTIONS. THEN, HE STUMBLED 
ACROSS SOMEONE’S FLICKR STREAM AND HIS STYLE CHANGED FOREVER…

“With this style of photography, you have to get over 
the fact that 85% of people aren’t going to like what 
you produce.” So says Doug Chinnery of his distinctive, 
intriguingly abstract style. “It’s like Marmite – you will 
polarise opinion, but the people who really do like your 
work will absolutely adore your work.”

When he fi rst started shooting landscapes, Doug’s 
concerns were precise focus and foreground-to-
background sharpness – the same as most other 
photographers who are inspired to work in this 
discipline. But one day, he had what he describes as 
an epiphany. Sitting at his computer, looking at Flickr 
for inspiration, he stumbled across the work of Chris 
Friel. “I had never seen anything like it,” Doug recalls. 
“Up until that moment, everything I’d been fed from 
other photographers was all about sharpness. But here 
was this image looking back at me from the screen 
where almost nothing was sharp. I went back to his 
photostream constantly over the next two or three days, 
and I realised there was another way of expressing 
myself with photography.”

It’s the serendipity and sheer lack of control that appeals 
so much to Doug. As he puts it, “Nobody can duplicate 
one of your images, but even I can’t duplicate an image 
I’ve just taken. You can get something similar, but it won’t 
be identical.”

The lack of control means he shoots a lot. And we 
mean a lot. A typical session in the fi eld might result 
in him coming home with between 500 and 1,000 
images. Of these, he will keep no more than a couple 
out of every 100.

None of this means he takes a shoot-and-hope 
approach, however. When photographing a landscape 
using intentional camera movement (ICM), it’s not a 
case of simply waving the camera around during an 
exposure of a couple of seconds. “As you see something 
beginning to work, you can begin to take control,” he 
reveals. “It might be that everything is in the right place, 
but there’s not enough detail – or even too much detail. It 
can be about the amount of movement and the direction 
of that movement. Or it might be a case of tweaking the 
fi ltration or aperture. It’s a refi ning process. Often, I’ll 
stand in one place for 20-30 minutes until the balance is 
exactly right.”

In terms of composition, Doug explains he still makes 
the same decisions as any classical landscape 
photographer. He chooses where to point the camera 
and what to include in or exclude from the frame. And, 
very often, he prefers a tree, hill or cottage, say, to 
remain identifi able, so they can’t be placed randomly 
within the image.

When it comes to processing, the creativity continues. 
“When I processed my classic landscapes, my intention 
was to preserve the integrity of the landscape. When 
I process these images, however, I don’t want to be 
constrained at all. As far as I’m concerned, anything 
goes. I’ll fl ip an image, turn it upside down, alter the 
colours – basically, whatever it takes to make an image 
that conveys something I want to express.”

with Doug Chinnery

Visit dougchinnery.com

 Storm surge
“The beauty of working with abstract forms is that you 
are disguising and altering reality, and as a result you 
can be much more creative with your locations. At fi rst, 
it’s easy to obsess about technique, but you have to get 
past that as quickly as you can. It’s about the image, 
not the technique – it’s much more important to get 
to a location and think about the place, how you feel 
about it and how to interpret it. This image was taken 
in Northumberland on a trip that was characterised by 
stormy and turbulent conditions, and I wanted to create 
a feeling of being out in the water, like a sailor in a boat. 
I love the paintings of JMW Turner, with their heavy skies 
and swirling water, and emulating that effect is diffi cult. 

The processing in this image was more complex than 
the others. My base exposure was four seconds, which 

is longer than I would usually shoot. I achieved this by 
using two 0.9 ND fi lters and a polariser, as well as a 
0.6 ND soft grad to make the sky darker. I then created 
a composite image using a second ICM image – as 
a result, the fi ne texture you can see over the top is 
marram grass from some sand dunes, which I blended 
in very gently to give texture in areas where I felt there 
wasn’t enough in the water alone.

Although I abhor the rule of thirds, I’ve used it in this 
picture, plus there are compositional devices such 
as diagonal lines and triangles, and the bright patch 
at the bottom balances with the top. With ICM and 
multiple exposures, your images still have to work 
compositionally. They can’t be random – they have 
to connect with the audience and draw them in.” >>


