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Introduction

� Canon 1Ds Mark III, 58mm, 1/160 @ f/8, ISO 800

Goree, Dakar, Senegal, 2010.

A COUPLE YEARS AGO my friend Matt Brandon and I lectured at 

the Himalaya Club in New Delhi, India. I remember it more clearly 

than similar lectures I’ve given, for two reasons. The first is that 

Delhi was rocked by a series of bomb blasts before the lecture 

began, but things went ahead as planned, with only a delay of a 

few minutes to accommodate people stuck in the resulting traffic 

chaos. Business as usual. Mildly unsettling, to say the least. The 

second reason I remember it so clearly is the Q&A period after-

wards that threatened, if briefly, to go dangerously off the tracks. 

The rogue question was twofold. One: “Do you do any post-

processing to your images?” to which I answered, “Yes.” Two: “So 

how do I know it really looked like that?” It went downhill from 
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there and finally got lost in a quagmire of ethical assertions with no authority to 

which anyone could appeal and settle things once and for all.

The seeds of this book were conceived that evening. 

“So how do I know it really looked like that?” For what it’s worth, I think this 

touches the heart of the matter, though I’d rephrase it slightly. Without changing 

a word of it, the answer, of course, is, “You don’t.” Simultaneously, the answer is, 

“Trust me.” And in some ways, the answer is always, “It didn’t.”

We’ve grown up being fed the lie that the camera never lies. So if “the camera 

never lies,” is our starting point for objectivity that any manipulation of the nega-

tive can only introduce corruption into the process? But that’s the problem, isn’t 

it? The camera tells any lie we ask of it. Or any truth, for that matter. It’s a tool, 

no more objective, really, than a microphone. Wielded by Martin Luther King, Jr., 

it’s a tool of truth and justice; wielded by a corrupt politician, it’s a tool of spin 

and propaganda. A tool. No more. No less. 

We are beginning with a fallible, corrupted product. The moment you con-

sciously choose one focal point over another, you change how the picture is 

taken, and how it is perceived. When you change the medium, you change the 

message. Always.

Every setting we choose has an effect on the aesthetics of the image. If I 

choose an aperture of f/1.2 to take advantage of a softer depth of field, am I not 

changing the so-called objective reality of the scene? Surely it didn’t “look that 

way.” Or did it? I’m near-sighted, I wear glasses. If I take my glasses off I see 

my foreground sharp and my background blurred. I see perpetually in f/2.8. So 

when I set my aperture to f/22 and create an image with limitless focus, is that 

the way the scene “really looked”? Not to me.

The same is true of shutter speeds and their ability to imply time’s passage in a 

frame. I’ve never seen a waterfall with sharply frozen water, as though time has 

stood still, have you? What about cropping? Do you look at the world through 

a cardboard box, limiting your field of view? I don’t. The moment we include 

certain things, we exclude others. 

By its very nature, photography is subjective. A tool. How do you know it looked 

like that? You don’t. The best you can do is trust me to show you what it looked 

“ We’ve grown up 
being fed the lie 
that the camera 
never lies.”
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like to me. In fact, I’ll go you one better. The very best you can hope for is that 

as a photographer I get over my need to be completely objective and instead 

take the time to create a photograph that makes you see, and feel, the scene 

the way I saw it. Did it look like that? It did to me. And if part of my process to 

bring the image closer to my vision is to use a postcapture tool rather than my 

camera, I think that’s okay. It’s hair-splitting to say that a magenta filter on a lens 

is okay while the same applied in post is not.

Have painters ever dealt with this? Monet paints in permanent blur-o-vision and 

no one ever asks where he was painting that the lilies looked so blurry. Painters 

are free of the burden of this objectivity. Perhaps these are the birth pangs of 

our craft, a phase we need to go through to get to the good stuff—the expres-

sion of our vision through the voice of digital capture and refinement in the 

digital darkroom.

I’m aware that photography is also a tool of reportage, and the needs and  ethics 

of the journalist are different than those of the artist. But if I can venture an 

opinion, I think even then it’s just a different line drawn on a different patch of 

sand. The best we have is a corrupt product, and that’s why a photojournalist’s 

integrity is as important—more important—than his other skills and assets. The 

camera will still lie. The moment that journalist decides to take sides or spin the 

story, his camera will fall in line. But this book isn’t about that. 

So why start off on this foot, with all this philosophical navel-gazing? Because 

the question is important. Did it look like that? That’s just another way of ask-

ing, “How did it look? How did it feel? What are you trying to show me?” This 

book is about using your voice to express your vision so you can answer those 

questions. 

Did it look like that? Did it feel like that? 

It did to me.

The deeper my forays into digital photography, the more I am sure that there are 

three images that make a final photograph: the one you envision, the one you 

shoot, and the one you develop. The better you are at the last two, the closer 

you can come to the first. This book is about that third image that goes into the 

final photograph—the one that is refined in the digital darkroom. In this case, it’s 

“ Every setting 
we choose has 
an effect on the 
aesthetics of the 
image.”
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the specific digital darkroom of Adobe Photoshop Lightroom. But I like to think 

that any photographer, using any program, like Photoshop or Apple’s Aperture, 

could apply these principles to their workflow with equal success. The sliders 

are different, but the way we refine and polish an image to bring it back into 

alignment with our vision remains the same. It’s a poor singer who can only sing 

through a microphone of a particular brand. 

Lastly, this book is not a book about the entire workflow process from import 

and organization to printing, web presentation, and redundant backup. 

It’s not about digital asset management. 

It’s not really even about Lightroom, though it’s Lightroom I use here. How we 

do this is less important than why. Use Aperture or Camera Raw. Use Photoshop 

Elements. The best creatives use the tools they have and don’t spend time 

convincing themselves or others that their tools are better than someone else’s. 

The process and the print matter; the tool doesn’t. 

It is not a book of tips and tricks, not a book of tutorials. Though there are both 

in here. It’s really, really not a book of recipes to make images look “better.” 

It is a book about bringing your vision to the digital darkroom. In this case, the 

digital darkroom is Adobe Photoshop Lightroom 3 because that’s the tool I, and 

most of the photographers I know, use on a daily basis, in a way that supports 

the vision you had when you created the digital negative. This book really has 

one goal in the same way that most of my images have one intent, one mood, or 

one emotion to convey. My vision for this book is that readers learn to approach 

digital development as a craft in service of their vision. Sure, you’ll learn some 

cool tips and techniques, and ways in which your voice can be refined, but it’s 

more than that. 

Let’s go back to the metaphor of voice. In this book, it means the tools with 

which you give your digital image—the song—its fullest and best expression, 

and all the voice training in the world without a powerful song to sing is just 

unsung noise. I hope this book brings you another step closer to identifying and 

expressing your intent—or vision—for your photography, and that it also makes 

your work stronger when you have the camera in hand.

“ My vision for 
this book is that 
readers learn to 
approach digital 
development as a 
craft in service of 
their vision.”
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Image Downloads

The final chapter of this book is a collection of tutorials based on some of my 

own images. I’m making my original RAW files (in DNG format) available 

for you to download and follow along with. I’ve never had much luck read-

ing along with technical writing—much less being able to absorb or recall the 

 information—without also doing the steps described. 

To download the images, register your book at peachpit.com/visionandvoice by 

signing in (it’s free) and entering the ISBN. After you register the book, a link to 

the images will be listed on your Account page, under Registered Products. 

As with all copyrighted material, please resist the urge to call these your own 

and sell them for millions. If you’re not strong enough to resist that urge, please 

at least resist the urge to not cut me in for part of the profits. Use of these images 

is limited to the context of working through the tutorials in this book and under 

no circumstances are to be fobbed off as your own…or given to Joe McNally. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

A Vision-Driven  
Workflow

� Canon 5D, 17mm, 1/60 @ f/22, ISO 200

Giza, Egypt, 2009.

THERE’S A SCENE in the movie Planes, Trains & Automobiles where 

John Candy and Steve Martin accidentally drive down the highway 

heading the wrong way, against traffic. Oncoming traffic swerves out 

of the way. Other drivers yell at them, “You’re going the wrong way! 

You’re going the wrong way!” Candy’s character shrugs it off. “How 

do they know where we’re going?”

Indeed.
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Many of the books out there that teach digital processing allow you to learn 

some skills you can use to address the question “How do I make my image look 

better?” But this is essentially an act of putting the proverbial cart before the 

horse. Until you define what it means for the image to “look better,” you have 

only learned how to read a map without having learned how to choose a des-

tination. You’re driving toward, well, who knows? And if you don’t know where 

you’re driving, how do you know whether turning left or right is the correct 

decision? I don’t at all mean to imply that those other books aren’t needed—

they are. In fact, the more technique you pull from those books, the more you 

can pull from this one. This is a contribution to a larger discussion, but I think an 

important one—or one that’s been conspicuously absent.

Enter a workflow that is determined by your destination, driven by your vision. 

What Is a Vision-Driven Workflow? 
First, a caveat. Calling this whole thing a vision-driven workflow (VDW) makes it 

sound like a system or a program. It isn’t. It’s just the handle I’ve put onto what 

is essentially a holistic approach to image creation. Second, it encompasses the 

whole process, from conception to capture to development to output, but this 

book covers only development. When I speak of workflow here, I’m referring 

only to the steps of refining an image in Lightroom’s Develop module, not the 

broader sense of the word that includes importing images, backing them up, 

rating them, and so on.

I used to spend hours in the darkroom. Mr. Harris, my high school photography 

teacher, knew full well that I was taking his class only for the free darkroom 

access it gave me. I would spend hours in that room, playing, waiting for images 

to appear in the red light. Smelling the chemicals, listening to the tick and 

buzz of the timer, completely unconscious of the hours slipping away. Ruining 

hundreds of pieces of otherwise perfectly good Ilford paper as I learned my 

craft. And craft it was. I miss those days. Spend hours now in front of a Wacom 

tablet and a cinema display and you’re more likely to be accused of geekery, 

not craftsmanship. I don’t mind telling you that really chafes me. But there could 

be a reason for this. Could it be we’ve developed a reputation for doing things 

because we can—because the technology allows us to—rather than because 

our vision demands it? 

“ Calling this 
whole thing a 
vision-driven 
workflow 
(VDW) makes 
it sound like 
a system or a 
program.  
It isn’t.”
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It’s time our geekery became craft, and we do that by assigning it its rightful 

place—in service of our vision. So let’s get to it. Let’s consider the foundation 

laid. I’ll stop bellowing into the microphone, take down the revivalist tent, and 

stop looking for converts. But just to make sure we’re more or less on the same 

page as our starting point, I’ll say the following.

A vision-driven workflow is a process of creating images, specifically in the 

digital darkroom, that begins at the point of conception and ends upon output 

of the image. VDW is guided by the intent of the photographer, and it is the 

means by which we bring the image conceived, the image captured, and the 

image developed into one photograph. More simply, VDW is a series of deci-

sions about the aesthetics of an image that are made based on 1) your vision, or 

intention, for that image, and 2) your voice, the tools at your disposal.

Of course we know that the realms of craft and art are messy, full of ambiguities, 

failed experiments, and works in progress. Sometimes the camera imperfectly 

captures what the eye sees; that may be a failure or limitation of the technology, 

or it may be a failure or limitation of the one who wields it. As you grow in your 

craft, if you need to occasionally use more paint to cover a flaw in the canvas, 

then do so. You’ll learn more about your own process, and your ability to cap-

ture better images will grow as you become tired of repeatedly fixing problems 

you might have avoided in the first place with a more intentional capture.

I’m pretty sure that digital photography hasn’t been around long enough for the 

so-called purists to be speaking with much authority yet. So go ahead, play and 

experiment. What’s the worst that can happen? You mess up a digital file; it’s a 

canvas that’s easily wiped cleaned and you can start over again.

What Are the Principles of a  
Vision-Driven Workflow?
VDW is the continuation of the creation of an image that began when you 

thought, “Aha!” and captured a moment. It is the acknowledgment that your 

vision for this photograph informs the tools you use to refine it in the digital 

darkroom. Your vision determines your voice. But how well you use your voice 

determines how well you can express that vision. VDW is a process that begins 

not with the question “How do I make my image look better?” but with the fol-

lowing groups of questions as guides.
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Intention
What do I want my image to communicate? What is this image about? What 

mood, thought, or emotion do I want my image to carry? Intention is where 

you begin with the image, and it’s the place from which you decide where you 

are going with the image (aesthetics) and how you are getting there (process). 

Intention is your vision for this image made conscious.

Aesthetics
What does that mood or emotion look like? What does my image need to look 

like in order to communicate that mood, thought, or emotion? What do I want my 

viewers to look at, to see? What am I pointing at with this image? I don’t mean 

this pedantically or in broad strokes; I mean it very specifically. Really, what do 

you want them to look at? Write it down if you have to. Draw circles and arrows 

on the image if that works for you. Moving from your intention to its expression 

through the aesthetics of the photograph is an act of interpretation and is by no 

means a simple process. Between the act of seeing and the act of expressing 

that vision is a world of your own unique preferences and the growing expertise 

required to communicate that vision to others in an understandable way. It’s a 

topic for a book of its own, but here’s what’s important. Every aesthetic change 

within the image will change the way the image is read and experienced in 

much the same way as changing words and sentences in a novel will change 

the sense of it. Be conscious that you are playing with elements of visual 

language and communication. This is no trivial thing if you’re hoping to create 

images that resonate with others. But it must first resonate with you. 

Process 
What digital darkroom tools are at my disposal? Which processes (sliders, 

curves, global and local adjustments) can best make my image look the way I 

want it to?

VDW is an intentional and somewhat introspective process. It is not a magic 

wand. You must keep in mind that the digital darkroom is not a set of tools for 

fixing a photograph that was poorly imagined or created in the first place. It is, 

in a perfect world, a smooth transition from seeing, to capturing, and finally to 

refining. From eye, heart, and mind to the camera and through the digital dark-

room to the print. 

“ Every aesthetic 
change within 
the image will 
change the 
way the image 
is read and 
experienced.”
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Remember, this is not a canonical process. This craft, digital photography, is too 

young to have things set in anything but wet cement. What matters is that you 

pursue a process that works best for you. Here’s how I approach it. 

Identify Intention
I begin with a conscious understanding of what drew my eye and my attention 

at the moment of capture. You should know what your image is about, how you 

feel about it—and, therefore, how you want others to feel about it—and where 

you want to direct the eyes of the reader. You should know this before you 

touch a single slider, and I mean “you should” in the sense that this is something 

you should on some level already have understood at the moment you pressed 

the shutter. How, without knowing this already, will you have made decisions 

about your optics, your point of view, your aperture, your shutter? When you get 

to the darkroom you’re already well into the process; the tracks have been laid 

and your work is one of refinement. Now is not the time to question your inten-

tion; it’s the time to recognize the intention you’ve already burned into the RAW 

file, and to make decisions about how to best reveal that intention, how to inter-

pret it and present it to your audience. It’s not easy, and sometimes we create 

images so instinctively and subconsciously that uncovering our own intention is 

difficult, but it’s something we need to be in touch with on some level before we 

can hope to communicate it.

As we discuss this process, it might be helpful to walk and talk at the same time, 

so to speak. I shot the image we’ll use for this example (on the following pages) 

in Kathmandu in January 2009; it appeared in Within the Frame and is still one 

of my favorite photographs. Several things drew my eye and moved me in this 

image, and it’s those things I want to draw out as I develop this shot. The first 

was the gesture of the image: the gaze of the girl toward the butter lamp. The 

second was the color depth of this image: the warm yellows leaping out of the 

surrounding darkness, and the bluish background. 

It’s important to remember that I’m presenting a simple example here. It’s 

not meant to walk you through how I do things but to familiarize you with my 

 process—and that’s more about thinking, not how many tools you use to get the 

job done. Less is usually better. The zeroed image is at the top left on page 25.
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Minimize Distractions
I look for and fix any weaknesses present in the image: dust spots, misaligned 

horizons, and other issues that distract. I fix them from the beginning so I’m not 

distracted from the look and feel of the image as I develop it. Of course, the 

great benefit of doing all this work in Adobe Photoshop Lightroom is that the 

nondestructive nature of the fixes means I can undo them or tweak them later. 

If a change or refinement in the crop is obviously needed at the beginning, I do 

it here as well, knowing I can undo or redo it later. My goal at this point is not 

refinement but the removal of elements that will distract me from the process—

a dust spot in the sky will continue to pull my eye and frustrate me if I don’t 

deal with it first. Few of us do our best creative work when we’re distracted or 

frustrated.

The flaws in this image, aside from a little noise that has never bothered me, are 

few. What I want to do is crop the image to bring the girl to the right of center 

and make the diagonal gaze of her eye to the candle more prominent. So I’ve 

cropped this as my first adjustment in order to bring balance to the frame (oppo-

site page, top right).

Maximize Mood
Once I’ve gotten in touch with the intention of the image and fixed the obvious 

weaknesses, I turn my attention to the biggest possible adjustments. In my own 

mind it seems that the global adjustments made to an image affect the mood 

of the image, whereas the local adjustments, which I deal with last, are about 

where the eye is drawn and in what order. So I refine the mood or feel of the 

image first. Color temperature (how warm or cool the image is), exposure (how 

dark or light it is), and whether the image is presented in bright saturated colors 

or in cool-toned black and white—these are all decisions made at this point. 

In the case of “Prayers at Boudhanath,” the first thing I did was make the blacks 

black by pushing the Blacks slider to 10. That darkened the background, which 

I further pulled in with a vignette (Amount: 100, Midpoint: 50). Finally, I pushed 

the Brightness slider to +40 to bring back the glow and warmth of the candles, 

and set the Clarity value to +30 to pop the details a little (opposite page, 

bottom left). 

“ In my own 
mind it seems 
that the global 
adjustments 
made to an image 
affect the mood 
of the image, 
whereas the local 
adjustments, 
which I deal with 
last, are about 
where the eye 
is drawn and in 
what order.”
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Zeroed image. Minimize distractions.

Maximize mood. Draw the eye.
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Draw the Eye
Finally, I turn my attention from the macro to the micro. By this point I have an 

image that feels the way I want it to feel. Moving from global to local gives me 

a process that my brain can work with—a continued refining that gets closer 

and closer to the intention I identified at the beginning. Here is where I make 

the small tweaks that draw the eye to one area with greater pull in order to 

say, “Look at this,” or to draw the eye away from certain areas by downplaying 

them in order to give other areas greater pull. If it’s a portrait, I will often dodge 

(lighten) the eyes a little, or burn (darken) peripheral areas with the Adjustment 

Brush and a little negative Exposure and Brightness. If it’s a landscape where I 

want the eye to follow a particular path through the image, I might do the same. 

I’ll delve more into this topic in the next chapter, but for now just know that 

brightness pulls the eye and darkness pushes it. Saturation pulls, desaturation 

pushes away. Sharpness pulls, less sharpness pushes. Being familiar with these 

principles and using them allows the photographer to manage the attention of 

the viewer.  

Returning to our image, I did two final things. I pulled a Graduated Filter with a 

–1 Exposure setting up from the bottom (to pull back the exposure on the table 

and lamps themselves) and in from the left side (to darken the shadows where 

a vignette couldn’t really reach). Then I used the Adjustment Brush with a little 

bump in the Exposure and the Brightness to add some spark to the girl’s face 

(previous page, bottom right). 

Prepare for Output
I then size and sharpen my image. I leave this process for last and it’s done 

specifically for the image’s final output. A large print on one medium requires 

different sharpening than a small image being uploaded to a website. Output-

specific sharpening is a subject well covered in other books and videos. For 

now, just understand the sharpening process is dependent on your output and 

is a task best left to last. I sharpen my prints in Photoshop because it allows me 

to sharpen the image on a duplicated layer so that, using a layer mask, I can 

paint away areas of sharpness. Sharpness draws the eye and since I don’t want 

the eye drawn with the same strength of pull to all areas, I prefer to do it a) in 

Photoshop; b) selectively; c) last; and d) based on my output. For those reasons, 

we won’t be talking about sharpness much.
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� Canon 5D, 85mm, 

1/125 @ f/1.2, ISO 400

Boudhanath, Kathmandu, 

Nepal, 2009.

What’s important to remember about this process—particularly the way I 

describe it here—is that a) I knew what I wanted the image to feel like and what 

I wanted the viewer to look at before I started, and b) it’s not always that simple. 

This is an organic process—for some of us much more than others. What I’ve 

described here makes it sound like I know the numbers going into it, but I don’t. 

I push the sliders I think will give me the aesthetic I want, I see what it looks like, 

then I pull them back, undo them, try something else. Intention, as far as the end 

result, is important, but so is remaining open to surprises and doing this work 

with a light touch and an open mind. 
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