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Hello!
...and welcome to this unique collection! I’ve 
taken time to assemble some of my  favorite 
articles and deep-dives over  the years into this 
single book. In addition,  I’ve added a new  article 
to the beginning that expresses some thoughts 
on the current crisis in  photography  and where 
all of us fall.

Now, all of these introspective and philosophical 
articles make me sound like I take myself way 
too seriously. I really  don’t. In many  ways, I’m 
just  an artist  that spends too much time thinking 
about the meta-process of everything. I’ve 
always been very  open with  my  techniques, and, 
to me, they  are inseparable  from my  thought-
process that goes into their  creation. Well,  as 
long as you  know that I  don’t personally take 
myself too seriously, then you can take 
everything herein within the proper mindset!  

I’ve also taken time to re-write, update, and 
make corrections in all the articles below. In 
addition,  I’ve written a new introduction to each 
and every  article. It’s been nice to go back and 
reflect on many of these topics.

Now, let’s get started with the new piece: The 
Beauty of Ambiguity.

Enjoy! :)

LONELY TREE AFLAME

  
 

  
  

  
  

Every photo I take and post-process gets the benefit of all the thoughts, mistakes, and breakthroughs 
that came before it. I’m happy to take time and write special articles because it gives me the chance to 
crystallize half-baked thoughts. Sometimes, through photography, I am able to grasp at the shadows 
of a certain truth. In writing, sometimes I’m better able to define the edges of that beauty. I hope that I 
touch upon some of these truths that can help you see different paths through your own art -- or 
maybe give a hint, maybe by accident, of an interesting path that new ideas might unleash.

Trey Ratcl i ! f
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This is counter-intuitive.

There is strange narrative around the structure of beauty, in that  truly  arresting beauty  has no structure at 
all. In fact, strangely, there is nothing tangible that can be said about it  at all. The beauty  can rest there 
alone, languishing in ambiguity.

And here we are in the middle of a world that seeks clarity in all things.

Ergo, a crisis in photography: clarity versus ambiguity.
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Perhaps you've felt the boundaries of this crisis,  or seen it lurking  about in your own work or the work of others. People become defensive; they  become offensive. 
How can an arrangement of light in a cartesian X and Y plane stir up such strong emotions and reactions around how we represent the world around us?

Before we talk about this crisis in photography, and how I think we solve it through a release into ambiguity, let's talk about the fabric of reality.

  
 

  
  

I often find the photos that are the most interesting are those that are initially a bit 
“confusing”; this is vexing.  Whenever I see familiar shapes and patterns mixed with things 
that don’t make sense at first glance, I am intrigued and look deeper into the photo.

Ahhh - Richard Feynman and Leonard Bernstein. These are 
two great influences on me. The first  was hammered into me 
through  a  geneticist friend named David Sands, and the second 
was gently inculcated by my composer friend Hans Zimmer.

I will talk largely  about art, but  let's go ahead and dispense 
with  some of the left-brained formalities. I know full well that 
there are gear-heads and techno-minds that find the entire 
discussion of art  and beauty  to be beyond baffling.  These 
people are trapped deep into their left brains because this has 
been a safe,  predictable, profitable and clear  place to be. The 
"grey" of life troubles them  deeply  and they  have trouble seeing 
it.  Quite easily, they  can categorize one thing or another into a 
bucket or  category. They  do indeed have an interest in making 
"pretty" photographs, but they  go about it  in an extremely 
technical manner.

I don't know if this discussion is for that sort of person.  

Furthermore,  every  month as we march towards an ethereal 
singularity  event, I find myself recoiling from  calling  myself a 
"photographer." I don't get  caught  up in definitions, although 
people do like to categorize or "draw a circle" around one set of 
particular disciplines. A photographer has classically  been 
someone that uses a camera to capture light. Yes, I do that, I 
suppose.

But let's think about it in  a  larger  way. I use "a device" to 
"capture" the fabric of the reality  around me. What is the word 
for that? A Fabrician, perhaps.  

The reason I go back to the definition of a  photographer is 
because the place we are going is the place that a simple 
photographer cannot enter and understand.
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So let's start  with Feynman.  In  case this is a black 
hole in your constellation of physicists, Richard 
Feynman was a great scientist and thinker. He 
worked on the Manhattan Project, won the Nobel 
Prize, and played the bongos.

We could take any  particular thread of his and 
talk about it forever.  I'll choose one in particular: 
his thoughts on light.

Feynman shakes his f ist when he says 
"tremendous" - referring  to the amount of data 
around us at all times.  It  is staggering, and almost 
beyond human comprehension, how  much wave 
data is flying around us at all times.

Let's say  you're standing in a huge black room. 
Huger  than huge, blacker than black, darker  than 
dark. You are holding a flashlight,  and you are 
pointing it in every  direction away  from  your 
eyes. The light never  reaches the edge of the 
room. There is no particulate in the room to catch 
the light. There is nothing. You can't  see the light, 
but  the light  is on. There's no one else in the room 
to see the light. So, does it even matter  that there 
is light? Does it really  exist? As far as your reality 
is concerned, there is no light at all.

Well, the complete opposite of that is true. 
There's not just one light and one reflective 
surface, but  there are dozens - hundreds - 
thousands - millions, in fact. Every  reflection 
makes a new light  source that then hits every 
other reflection and makes a new, combined light 
source. There are millions of flashlights and millions of surfaces around you.  

This light data is moving across the room  in tiny  little waves. Feynman asks us to imagine a  still pool. Someone jumps in, and waves start to emanate out.   Each 
wave contains data  about  the splash. Other waves, that come later, tell us a  little about how  the first  wave has reflected off the edges of the pool. And,  if you spend 
all your time in that pool, you  can start to figure out the magnitude and location of that splash. This would be analogous to the color and brightness of a light 
wave.

But that's just one little splash. What about when five people jump in? And then someone throws in a tennis ball, and then someone else spills a  drink, and so on. 
Very soon, there is a "tremendous" (shaking his fist) amount of data in that pool.

  
 

  
  

Water is truly one of the most mysterious substances in the world when it comes to color.  I think about this 
whenever I see light reflected from water at extreme angles.  All of the little waves throw different parts and 
colors of the light this way and that.  It’s just so hard to get a grip on it...  this is mysterious to me -- as if it is 
a multifaceted jewel that is always spinning.
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And, you see, our  eye interprets all of that data. All of those little light and color waves are whipping and waving around the room. A laughable percentage is going 
through the little holes in your head and magnified up onto your retina.

The light, interestingly, has an absolute integrity that is not affected by other light waves in the room.  

Let's say  you  are at your  daughter's ballet  recital. You are on  the left, and your partner is on the right. There are several girls lined up on the stage while they  dance. 
At some point during the performance, you look at the ballerina on the far  right, and your mate looks at  the ballerina on the far left.  Your  line of vision has crossed. 
But, the ballerinas look totally  clear! The waves are passing right  through one another with no distortion. If you think back to the swimming pool - this is almost 
inconceivable! And it's not just your  mate's view-line that is crossing  yours. There are millions of others crossing in every  direction, and yet there is no interruption 
of the waves getting into your eyes.  

It is AMAZING.

And it makes you think about this very  fabric of the reality  around us. What  the heck is happening out there? How can there be so many  molecules and so much 
light and so much data, and yet we are able to effortlessly navigate the world and make sense of it. You can't just say "it's a miracle" -- that is intellectually lazy.  

There is something else happening -- and this fabric of 
reality is utterly staggering to me.

And here some of us are,  taking photos. We already 
know about "the shot  we could have had". In fact, we 
have all decided not to let ourselves go mad. All 
photographers would go absolutely  bonkers if we 
obsessed on all the shots we could have had.

Are you taking a photo of the moon by  that tree? What if 
you had been two meters to the left? What  if you  had 
been 20 meters closer to the tree and used a  different 
lens? What would have happened if you took the photo 
80 milliseconds later? Every  one of these is a possibility. 
That moment was very  interesting from  all of these 
vantage points, and most probably,  one of them  was 
better than the ONE you got.  

Of course, that  means there is no perfect shot. 
Photographers often say  to one another that a  particular 
photo was "the perfect shot". This is something we all say 
to make ourselves feel better. But, it's not really  true,  is 
it? It's statistically  impossible to get a  perfect shot, since 
a few inches to the left about 60 milliseconds later with a 
slightly  different  lens with a camera that doesn't  yet  exist 
may  have been a better  shot. Of course, there is "good 
enough" -- and we round to this point so that we don't go 
crazy.

  
 

  
  

I’ve lied to myself many times and thought I got this photo at the perfect time.  But, in my heart of 
hearts, I know that there were many other snow/ice configurations, times of day, and countless 
other factors that could have made this photo a few percentage points “better”.
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There are sunsets we miss, yes? Often, I find myself inside or busy  when there is a crazy-spectacular sunset. I feel bad because I'm  not taking a  photo of it. But 
then, I think. There is always a  sunset  somewhere. Every  second of the day. And there are ten thousand miles along the longitude where there are one 
hundred million  interesting angles of the light. There are little islands, there are the decks of boats,  there are mountaintops, there are deserts, there are cities, 
there are little flowers coming out of rocks. There are millions and millions of sunset photos I am missing every second of being alive.  

I think about this and it makes me a little crazy.

But it  is very, very  interesting when you  think about it. There is so much data  out there, and here we are with a little device.  We choose to go set it  up in  one place 
and get a photo that is just one of countless billions. Of countless trillions.  

We take such pleasure in grabbing an infinitesimal amount of the vastness. It's not  fake-pleasure. It's real, tangible, deep-feeling pleasure. This is interesting to me 
as well - the idea that humans are behaviorally adapted to find actual pleasure in the middle of an aimless infinity.

Some places and times fall away from any absolute reality.  That is, a single place may never be the same, and it can always be the same, 
coterminously.  Sometimes, I can feel the edges of this truth when I abstract beyond the literal.
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Decades ago, photographers would venture out and return with a handful of 
photos. It was great, because no one knew any  better,  which was lucky 
because there was a pretty  hard limitation on how much film can be 
reasonably  shot and developed.  But if one interesting photo is nice, aren't 
two interesting photos better? Or three, or four?

And here we are today, where we can easily  share several photos per day. If 
we look at  Google+ or Facebook or Whateva, we see hundreds if not 
thousands of new photos per day. We crave this, and it is why  we keep 
returning to this medium to see more and more and more.  

It  wasn't like this twenty 
years ago -- or even ten 
y e a r s a g o . W h a t i s 
happening? Are humans 
s l o w l y  l e a r n i n g t o 
experience more every 
day? I know  that I can pay 
attention to a lot more 
than I could ten years ago 
thanks to modern tools of 
communication and art-
production. As all the tools 
open up and improve, we 
are all able to experience 
the world more richly  and 
more efficiently.

There is a "quickening" it 
seems.  The pace at which 
technological innovation 
improves the speed with 
which we can experience 
the world is not slowing 
down. At the time of 
writing this,  Google Glass 
has been announced but 
not  yet  in production. I 
have no doubt that in 
several years we will all be 
seeing twice as many 

photos as we do today, thanks to the simple convenience of viewing them.

We'll  sit  around the fire and say, "Hey, remember when we used to have to 
get our  mobile phones out of our pockets and start looking at photos?" 
"Remember  when we used to sit around on the couch with  our  laptops while 
watching TV?" All of that, frankly, is inefficient in the eyes of Moore's pacing.

The human brain is quite adaptable. It  can learn new ways of learning. We 
have all heard some "old people" say  that  they  are absolutely  flabbergasted at 
how kids can quickly  pick up on technology. Well, it's just a brain in there, 
really.  It  shows that brains can do almost anything when it comes to learning 

a "new" way  of doing 
something.

Interestingly, there are 
many  "old people" who still 
have childlike brains and 
can learn new things as 
readily  as a child. Why  is 
this? I certainly  feel like 
that kind of "old person" -- I 
think there is a  certain 
vulnerability  required. A 
wild-eyed ability  to dive 
into the unknown, make 
mistakes and "play". Play  is 
an important  element in 
learning. I don't know  why 
this tends to fall away  in 
adulthood, but we know it 
does for many, if not most, 
people.

This all gives me hope that 
our brains will adapt to see 
more and more of the world 
through imagery  in the 
future. In ten years, I 
should be able to have a 
richer  experience of the 
world around me.

  
 

  
  

If this photo were to show up in a magazine in 1932, people would have stared at it for an 
extremely long time.  Nowadays, people can see the image and get complete enjoyment in less 
than 10 seconds, if that.   And then, they are on to the next image.
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I have a theory  that we organize our days around 
trying to see and experience as much beauty  as 
possible.

We're really  good at figuring out short-term beauty  but 
it  takes a bit of planning to arrange your life for long-
term  beauty. That is, you can probably  figure out a  few 
things to do this week that will be fun and bring your 
eyes pleasure, but  you may  have trouble planning what 
will bring you fun and visual pleasure in two years.

It's quite evolutionary, of course. You want to look at a 
beautiful mate, because beauty  indicates a  genetic hardiness and disease resistance, which is great for your potential kids. You want to look at  beautiful scenery 
because that indicates a  rich bounty  of goods for you  and your  family.  You want  to listen to beautiful music because the tones put your mind into a place it wants to 
go.  

You will tend to move away  from  chaos in your life and move to a beautiful spot. Entropy  is the way  of the universe, and humans strive to bring a  bit of order to it. 
Whenever we do bring order to the universe, it brings us a little bit  of pleasure. This is also interesting to us. A neat set of bookshelves,  for  example,  is more 
pleasing than a messy set of bookshelves. A park bench with a nice shape is more pleasing than a pile of wood that could perform the same function.

If you take this premise that  the human brain is built  to jam as much beauty  as possible into it over a day  -- over  a  lifetime -- then we will keep building more tools 
to make this beauty-jam more efficient!

In two years’ time, I'll be able to see more beauty-per-day than I can see now. In ten years, I'll be seeing a truly staggering amount of beauty-per-day.

  
 

  
  

The more you “play” with light with photography, the more you will come to see it in new ways.  And 
then you’ll come to realize how the brain and eyes have used a certain “setting” to navigate the 
world around us.  But it could have chosen a totally different default setting to indicate time and 
“things happening”.  For example, we rarely see light “streaks” from cars, but we love them in our 
photos.  It doesn’t seem like we would really enjoy something in our photos we can’t actually see in 
real life, but we do.  This is interesting.

If you agree with this logical manifestation of the 
future,  then you'll also have to agree that people that 
create imagery  will be able to dramatically  increase the 
rate at which they  produce that imagery. The demand 
will be higher,  and the tools to provide the supply  will 
be higher.  

For  example, I currently  create about 50 new photos a 
week. They're not  all winners,  believe me. But there's a 
few  in  there. Well, in several more years, I should be 
able to make 500 pieces of imagery  (note I don't say 
"photos") per week. If my  percentage "hit rate" stays 
the same, then I'll be able to fill up the Internet with 
more stuff, satisfying that vague grey  "demand" that  is 
out there.
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Enter the artist. What is an artist? One that creates more beauty  than 
the average amount of beauty  created by  an average human. It's of 
course a grey  scale. Some people are more artistic than others, and all 
humans have moments of artistry  in their  lives, but there are clearly 
some people who create more art than the average.  

As with all things in life,  there is a  bell-curve of behavior -- a Pareto 
distribution of output. Those of us that  fall on the creative side of that 
scale cannot help but create. We create for the sake of creation. Who 
knows why  this is, but I suppose it  really  doesn't  matter. What is clear, 
however, is that creative people will continue to create well into the 
future.  And the amount that we create should increase, which is a 
good thing because the total amount of consumption-of-beauty  will 
increase.

Of the five-billion or  so people on  Earth, more and more of them  are 
increasing their  amount of beauty  consumption. Of course, one of the 
basic infrastructure tools that makes this possible is the Internet. 
Billions more are getting online and getting faster connections. It 
means they  can consume more photos,  more music,  more video, more 
-- beauty.  

And even though all this beauty  is digital and can be replicated,  there 
remains an insatiable desire for even greater  variety. So it is us, the 
creatives, that will continue to churn out variety  at an ever-dizzying 
rate.

Thus, the supply  and demand will continue to spiral upward in a 
never-ending crescendo. The tools of distribution and consumption 
will increase while the tools for creatives will increase in 
sophistication and efficiency.

So, right now, I can sit here and tell you that in ten years, you'll be spending many 
hours per week gesticulating the outer  smartquads of the fifthDim  lightsymph. Yes you 
will! Of course those words will be replaced with whatever words evolve for the vector 
of our future -- and they'll make as much sense as JPG, Google, and Status Update do 
25 years ago.

The only  way  to "get  ready" for  this is to be like a  child.  Play  with everything while 
artistically  becoming more conversant with  beauty. One of the most interesting ways to 
think about beauty  is through this counter-intuitive truth of ambiguity. So we come 
full circle to this idea that started us down this stream.

  
 

  
  

I find myself particularly drawn to photos where things are a bit confusing.  There are 
some elements that make sense, but everything else is enshrouded in mystery.  It’s 
great fun to take these sorts of photos.

What you  are doing creatively  today  won't be what you are doing in 
five years.

What were you  doing ten years ago creatively? You probably  didn't 
spend as many  hours as you do now moving bits around the Internet. 
Think about how much time you spend behind a  computer  sending 
different groups of electrons and bits from one location to another.

25 years ago, you would never have said that  today  you would be 
sending JPG files to a Google status update. None of those words had 
any meaning.
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THE PATH OF AMBIGUITY

CLARITY IN ART
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Leonard Bernstein is a Great man. For most of my life, he was completely outside of my sphere of influence. I've remedied that.

There are only  select Great men (& women) that I follow  and admire. Many  of these people have come and passed before my  time on this mortal coil. One of these 
men is the composer Hans Zimmer (there is a story  about him  later  in this anthology). Whatever Hans recommends, I consume like Zorba the Greek until I am 
chock full of it. 

And so, I was asking Hans about music and language and something vibrationally  deep and resonating within humans. My  thoughts were vague and half-formed, 
and I was extremely  curious about the structure of music and why  it has such a powerful effect on humans. He stopped me halfway  through my  immature thoughts 
and recommended that I study up on Leonard Bernstein.

So, I have subsequently taken deep dives throughout many of his musings.

Bernstein's lectures and thoughts focus largely  on music. He draws parallels between the structure of music and the structure of prose - the rhythm of music to the 
rhythm of poetry.

I know embarrassingly  little about musical theory. I've taken to a "search and replace" when he discusses things. Since two of the main ways humans interface with 
the world is through sight and hearing, and because each of these are comprised of waves, it seems to me that there is a natural mirroring of the two.

We hear  beautiful music and we see beautiful photos. Both are 
simply  different  configurations of waves. Why  is one particular 
configuration of waves more "beautiful" than another?

So when Bernstein talks about an ascending  tritone that starts 
in  B flat, I imagine a layering  of adjacent colors that start with 
cornflower blue. And this is how I have approached all of 
Bernstein's teachings -- and it  has given me tremendous 
insight.

  
 

  
  

Ambiguity can come in many forms, from colors to lights to shapes to textures.  Sometimes, if the 
lighting levels are ambiguous across the photo, it may indicate that the time and distance around 
those objects are all tied to that same ambiguity.

Take a  moment to think about some of your favorite songs. 
Think about  the music and the lyrics. I would fathom, that if you 
are like me, the words are not clear and the structure of the 
music drifts from confusing tones to anchored sounds.

Any  given set of lyrics is often a passing thought -- a 
structureless feeling of a larger essence. It literally  means 
nothing and figuratively means everything.

So, if your favorite songs have a structure that is ambiguous, 
why should you seek clarity in your photography?
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AMBIGUITY GENTLY FALLING INTO YOUR WORLD
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In fact, as they  fill in the gaps, they  will fill it with  their own experience - their 
own story. And, as they  do this, the photo becomes increasingly  intertwined 
with  them. The photo becomes part of them as it  bounces around their brain 
to make connections. To make an impact, you must make them wonder.

I look at  my  work like I am coming in  and out of a dream. After I am done 
with  a piece, I do my  best to take a step back and give it  a  careful look from 
two different vectors. There is a thin, ethereal veil that  separates wake and 
sleep. You know the one.  Your face presses softly  through it whenever you 
peacefully  awaken from  a nap in the afternoon. You've pressed through the 
veil even before you realize you've done so. And then, maybe you are able to 
drive back and forth  between that veil as you slowly  wake up. The mind is a 
playground of entropy  - thoughts and dreams and ideas ricocheting this way 
and that. Once you pass beyond the veil, everything before the veil seems 
silly. Before you  pass into the full waking state,  you think of everything  on the 
side of reality to be banal and you choose to drift within le reve.

So I do my  best to replicate this back-and-forth state when I look at my 
photo. I look at it with a waking eye and a dreaming eye. If it  feels good in 
both realms, I call it complete and I set it aside forever.  

Naturally, I have a  stronger  feeling for some works than others.  Like dreams, 
some things only  make sense in  one realm  and not the other, but I let these 
experiments stand on their own as well, and I find my  reaction to them 
interesting.

Take a look at maybe 5-10 of your favorite songs. If you were to go read 
the lyrics by  themselves, they  are often structured like a poem - floating 
and free.  You would rarely  see a  sentence structure that would make sense 
in a nonfiction book.

Maybe it’s because we've been listening to music our  entire lives that we've 
come to accept that lyrics aren't supposed to always make literal sense. 
They convey a deeper feeling, they get at an idea in a sideways-manner.

Or maybe you've always liked a song and never  really  understood the 
lyrics. Then you see the lyrics one day  and you think, "What! That's what 
the words were?!? I had no idea!" Interesting, isn't it, that you've spent so 
many  years enjoying something and there was so little understanding of 
the structure.  

Now  let's look at  most photographers and the common thought-process 
that goes into the craft. They  go about it in a  rather exacting way, don't 
they? Not only  do they  have all the optics of the lens figured out, but they 
also have all the post-processing figured out to the pixel. Maybe their  final 
photo is the result of countless left-brained thought iterations on the 
structure of the image.

Or worse, maybe everything in the photo is perfectly  clear and crisp and 
sharp. It can be quite "literal", as a  musician friend of mine once said. Yes! 
These photos are often technically  superior, but they  fall apart because 
there is nothing else there. 

A failed photo is a  facsimile of the literal fabric; it gives us no insight into 
the fabric of the reality.  

So, counter-intuitively, we must move towards the ambiguous. To make 
the world more clear, we must make the imagery  less clear. To 
communicate the delicate feeling of your  children growing up like water 
leaking through a cupped hand, you have to depart from the literal.

I am able to sometimes find the edge of these truths through  ambiguity.  I 
can't always achieve it, but I do try. The key  seems to be in making parts of 
the photo mysterious. This can be done quite practically  by  adding 
mistakes - mistakes where the viewer is not sure if it is a mistake or not. 
Have areas that cause confusion. Integrate bits of mystery throughout.

When people look at  your  work, they  will fill in the confusing part with 
their own experience. The human mind will fill in gaps in  the tapstry  they 
see before their eyes, just like the way  your  brain filled in the missing "e" 
in tapestry.

  
 

  
  

As you begin to take pleasure in the ambiguity  of art, more and more of it  will 
filter  into your own. Quite by  accident,  your work will become more 
mysterious and more meaningful at the same time.  

You'll notice grossly  different reactions to your work as the ambiguity  will 
trigger  something new and unexpected. Naturally,  the most important 
reaction is your own, however  it  is interesting and telling to see the reactions 
of others to your art as well. In a way, your  art  will be a bizarre mirror  that 
reflects the inner psyche of the viewer. Their reactions are wild and 
unpredictable.  Do not take their  reactions as any  indication as to the "value" 
or "worth" of your art. Instead, study  it  with  a rueful smile like a child behind 
the secret side of the one-way-mirror. That one-way-mirror is your art.
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9 TIPS FOR YOUR HDR-BRAIN TO CONSIDER
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I wrote the piece below for an art publication many  years ago. I have since re-visited all of these points, and they  still hold true. I think, if anything, I might put 
an asterisk around #8 (Only  Shoot  when the Muse Visits). I did a recent weekly  show  with Kevin Kelly, and he mentioned an interesting study  that  shares 
another viewpoint on this subject.

There was a university  ceramics class, full of art  students. Half the class was to be graded on the total weight  of all the pots they  made (50 pounds of pots got an 
A) and the other  half would be graded on quality  (only  ONE good pot was needed). At the end of the class, it turns out that the half that had produced many 
pounds of pots also had the best quality! This is interesting to me!

Now, maybe that  experiment is flawed because it is in a classroom  environment, which is not like real life. I find that in “real life” when you are curious about 
something you do a LOT of it. For  example,  I ended up with a  massive quantity  (I have over 200,000 photos in my  Lightroom) of photos. But, I do only  take 
those photos when the muse visits.
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1) FORGET EVERYTHING YOU KNOW ABOUT PHOTOGRAPHY.
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Photography  has a long history  of rules, best  practices, and experts who will be sure to tell you  the proper  way  to engage with the discipline. Don't listen 
to any of them. In fact, don't even listen to me. 

I have accrued about  100 million photo views, built up StuckInCustoms.com into about half a million unique readers a month, written a best-selling 
book. I did all of this without listening to anybody. I never  read a book on photography; I never took a class about  photography. I say  all of this not  to 
impress you -- but to impress upon you the importance of finding your own path.
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2) GUESS. COPY. GUESS AGAIN. COPY BADLY. FORGIVE YOURSELF. GUESS AGAIN.
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Okay. Either you took my #1 piece of advice up there or you didn't. Assuming you're still with me, let me tell you a much better way to learn.

Have you ever noticed, for example,  how much  trouble people have with learning F-stops? Understanding them  is goddamned confusing for  any  normal brain. 
You mean, the number goes up and the hole gets smaller? And that makes everything in focus? What? No wonder people are confused...

Let me tell you a story. I was speaking in 
a c l a s s a f e w  y e a r s a g o a b o u t 
photography. One of my  photos came up 
on the screen and a gal raised her hand. 
She asked,  "What F-stop did you  use 
there?" This made me pause for  quite a 
bit. Because, at THAT point, I realized 
that I learned everything in my  very  own 
way. Her  question was, in a sense, 
completely  ludicrous. I could have said, 
"F/5.5".  And she would have nodded, as 
would everyone else in the class. OR, I 
could have said,  "F/16". And she would 
have nodded, as would everyone else in 
the class.

What this tells me is that people have 
such a  fragile understanding of 
photography. Is this how people learn? I 
do not know.  I don't understand how 
they  learn. But I can tell you this for sure 
-- I'm not totally sure they understand.

The best way  to learn is figure it out, not 
by  rote memorization, but by  rote 
curiosity. That is, let your  inner  child 
come out. Curiosity  should lead not 
straight to a book -- but straight  to 
experimentation.

As that curiosity  manifests itself, guess, 
wonder, fail,  guess again,  forgive 
yourself,  then keep on guessing. This is 
how children figure out  how to navigate 
the world -- and this is how  you should 
learn to navigate your photography.
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3) HAVE FUN WITH HDR. DON’T WORRY ABOUT 
MAKING MONEY. 

4) DON’T MAKE THE PHOTO PIXEL-PERFECT AND 
INFINITELY DETAILED IN EVERY WAY
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If your art  happens to make money,  then it's all gravy. But don't try  too 
hard to make money. That's just plain annoying.  Give everything away 
(Creative Commons Noncommercial), and hardcore fans and other 
businesses will find a way to reward you.

Renoir says that  he likes to keep a  bit of mystery  in each painting -- 
something he is not telling  the viewer. This is also important to me in 
photography. Today's cameras are all so hi-res and perfect,  and if you put 
everything out there and obvious, it becomes boring or  plain. Or, a bit 
“literal” as a  friend once said to me. So be sure to have mysterious objects 
or unusual lighting in parts of the photo.  Let  the lines lead to mysteries. 
Don't let HDR become a way  to make everything intricately  detailed to 
the point of being boring, or, worse, overly busy with details.
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5) DON’T TAKE THINGS PERSONALLY
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This one is HARD if you are already  the personality  type that is pre-disposed to take everything personally. Of course your work is personal and 
you feel it deeply. Everyone and their dog will give you feedback. You can listen, of course,  but  try  to let it "burn up in your atmosphere." You are 
on your own awesome path. It doesn't mean you don't notice the incoming meteors, but they don't make much of an impact.
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6) DON’T SATURATE ALL OVER THE PLACE
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There were some recent  eye-tracking studies done with surprising results. They  mapped the movement of a  pupil across photos and noticed 
that the eye jumps to a  saturated area  right away. That is not surprising. But here is the surprising thing. The cones on the retina BURN OUT 
after  a  very  short time and need a few milliseconds to recharge back to normal. This causes the eye to involuntarily  seek relief. It will drift to a 
less-saturated area to recharge. But, if your photo has full saturation everywhere, the eye will simply  drift off the photo all together...and 
that's not good.
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7) LISTEN TO MUSIC WHILE YOU SHOOT
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The most important sense for humans is still  visual input. Audio is a  close second. If you can interrupt the connection between what  you see and what 
you hear, you can get  a  new  perspective on the world around you. If you've ever walked down the street  listening to an iPod, then you  know exactly 
what I mean. You feel like you're in  a  movie or something, right? So try  wearing earphones and listening  to music while you take photos. It will give the 
subject-matter a more ethereal feel, and help your right brain to flow more freely around the photo.
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8) ONLY SHOOT WHEN THE MUSE VISITS
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Many  people preach doing one photo per day. I don't  like this...I think it becomes a  little bit more of a chore in this method. It's like dieting or  saying, 
"I should really drink 92 oz of water each day!"

Art doesn't  work like this.  I think sometimes you feel creative and sometimes you don't. Now, I do like the idea of posting a new photo every  day,  but 
that doesn't mean you have to take the photo every  day. I queue up a  lot  when I am feeling creative and full of energy... and then relax  when I don't feel 
the mojo. These are natural patterns for humans, and you do not need to force them into some kind of artificial regimen.
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9) INCREASE THE NUMBER OF AWESOME EVENTS IN YOUR LIFE
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No matter the total awesome-quotient  of your  life,  there are always little awesome things that happen a few times per day.  You probably  say  to yourself, 
quietly, something like, "Wow that was pretty awesome. I kinda rock." Right? Yes yes, it's good and healthy to say nice things to yourself.

Well, HDR can increase the total amount of awesomeness that  flows into your life. You'll be creating  new stuff, interesting work, and trying new things.  There 
is a special kind of awesome when you surprise yourself, and you certainly will with this kind of photography.
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VISITING HANS ZIMMER
Below is a short article I wrote about the first time I got into Hans’ studio…

I APPROACH MY QUARRY!

THE STORY OF HOW I GOT INTO 
HANS ZIMMER’S STUDIO

HANS ZIMMER’S STUDIO
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THE HAUNTING TEXTURES OF THE HOTEL SAX

  
 

  
  

Six days ago I was up at 3  AM, listening to Hans Zimmer  while editing photos, 
and then I had an idea for  a project with him, so I made a blog post. Now, less 
than a week later, I was in his studio in California!

For  those of you that don’t know  who Hans Zimmer  is, he’s,  like, the Liger of 
composers. He did the soundtrack for  The Dark Knight, Pirates of the 
Caribbean,  The Lion King, Gladiator, Sherlock Holmes, and many  more  
(including Inception, which was composed after the original time of writing)! 
In fact, back when I was in college and had a double major in Computer 
Science and Geophysics (I dropped the Geophysics bit after  a fight with  the 
professor), I commandeered the SGI machine in the Geology  department to 
make a computer animation,  and I set  the whole thing to one of Zimmer’s 
songs from Backdraft called “Burn it All”. So, in short, I’ve had Hans Zimmer’s 
music in my head for about 20 years.

I don’t know if words do it justice, but I hope the photos do.

The studio is even bigger than I thought,  and I was reminded of the Crimson 
Lounge in Chicago. In fact,  I pulled up the image on my  laptop there on the 
table to compare textures and light. I thought everything worked well together 
— the decadence and richness of the decorations integrated with  the 
technology. I don’t know  if there is a word for  such a  look… It’s something out 
of a Philip Pullman novel, somewhere between Steampunk and Techno-
boudoir. Again, words fail.

It’s because of you! We have millions of visits here on the blog 
every  month, and you all know  how  thankful I am  for your  repeat  patronage. 
It’s tough to get a pretty  photo up every  day,  and I thank you for all your 
feedback! So, when I put out the call  in my  newsletter, I got a  ton of 
responses. My  math-guess was that I was one or  two degrees away  from 
Hans, especially since there are many creative-types that are regular visitors.

Also, many  of you hyper-active types (like me!) talk to me, ask questions,  and 
follow  me on Twitter  — thank you for being responsive to real-time requests 
and news.

About an hour  after I sent out the newsletter at  midnight, I got  a response 
from a German gentleman (name private) who is friends with Hans! In fact, 
he told me he was going to see Hans the next day  at  his studio near 
Hollywood! He did a few  things to help out, and, although I could not meet 
Hans today,  I did get  an amazing opportunity  to take photos of his studio. I 
knew I could make his studio look the way  it feels — I had a sublime 
confidence I could make it happen. Anyway, I was like a kid in a candy  store. I 
got a ton of shots… I only had time to process four of them.
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THE SECRET LAIR OF HANS 

ZIMMER
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I can tell the story  of Hans Zimmer  in a 
few  different ways. I think I’ll start 
towards the end, since I was able to build 
up a bit more insight over the days and 
months between our various encounters.  
I’ve since talked to him on the phone 
many  times and stayed up late with him 
in  Hollywood eating Chinese food. I still 
say  weird, unexpected things to him, and 
he doesn’t  seem to mind. But, this is 
always the nature of my  conversations 
with  people. I can’t have “predictable” 
conversations or talk about the things 
people are expected to talk about in 
certain situations. If I was forced to go to 
a neighborhood BBQ and talk about 
lawns,  for  example,  I might just curl up 
and die.

I remember that we were recently  talking 
about time. Time and vision and light 
and sound. I had recently  read 
somewhere about  the amount of distance 
away  a sound has to be before you  realize 
that the object making the sound is not 
immediately  within  your  audio ken.  
That is,  there is some point  X meters 
away  when a clapping person has a BIG 
gap between the motion of the clap and 
the sound of the clap. And it’s not a 
linear thing, which you would expect.  
This was interesting to me... and I 
thought I had the millisecond time 
memorized. The way  the brain put these 
together seemed to kind of warp reality.

So I talked about this with  Hans, and I mentioned the number of milliseconds when these “drop-off”  suddenly  occurred. He said, no, it’s not x 
milliseconds (whatever  I said), it’s y  milliseconds (whatever he said). And then I started to argue with him, since I was pretty  sure what I had read in 
this scientific journal. He shook his head ruefully. And then I thought,  “What are you doing Trey? If ANYONE knows what they’re talking about when 
it  comes to sound and perception, it’s Hans freaking Zimmer!” And then I felt quite foolish  for even talking about something which must seem  so 
banal to him... and I apologized and laughed, and so did he.
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HANS ZIMMER
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HANS ZIMMER IN HIS STUDIO

AMAZING AFTERNOON WITH HANS ZIMMER
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I sat  nervously  in his studio, waiting for  his grand appearance, and I’m  not 
really  the type to get nervous. I’m  pretty  cool-headed about such  matters, but 
I’ve always considered Hans to be a  great man. And whenever I have a deep 
channel of artistic respect  for someone, I start to feel the vapors a bit right 
before a meeting.

Waiting for  him was nerve-wracking. I had been in his studio 
about a year  before, taking photos thanks to a  mutual friend 
and fan of the site here (Peter Gorges, maker of UJAM). But 
the first time I was in his studio, I was alone and was able to 
spend a few hours setting up for photos.

Now, I’ll get to the bit about our meeting in a moment, and 
I’ll tell you about  all the wonderful insights I uncovered. It 
was so interesting. But I won’t  tell you everything we 
discussed.  There was some personal stuff, Hollywood stuff, 
project stuff, and things of this nature. Maybe one day  I can 
talk about them, but many  things I can  talk about here are 
still more than interesting.

I had been ushered into one of his studios by  the security 
staff.  It  was a Sunday  afternoon around 2 PM, and his whole 
building there in Hollywood was fully  staffed. He had a full 
team running around doing god-knows-what. I just assume it 
is awesome, whatever they  are doing. They  were going about 
it  in a nonplussed manner, but  when they  would disappear 
off into hidden doors and hallways, I could only  imagine they 
must be working on amazing things. I mean, they  were 
probably  not. They  were probably  doing  things like making 
sure there enough granola bars in the kitchen for the coming 
week, but part of me thought of fanciful things happening behind the doors.

While I sat there, I could see the entry  hallway  through the giant soundproofed 
door that led into his studio. I had to think about where to sit  in his cavernous 
boudoir. There were about 13  different seating options, and every  surface was 
so lavishly  cushioned that I could have oriented myself 3 different ways, 
making a total of 39 different combinations I had to consider. I didn’t want to 
sit  too far away  from  the door, because then we would have one of those 

awkward walk-across-the-room  handshakes where you  have to hold your arm 
out while you approach the other person, almost as if it is a joust.

So I chose one of the couches near the door and put my  bag on the ground. I 
didn’t want to stare out the door, because then Hans might be uncomfortable 
while I watch him walk down a long hallway  into the room. And as I thought 
about this, I started to think I had made a bad seating decision indeed.

I then decided it  would be best  not to look down the hallway, 
and just  look around the studio,  which  was fine enough.  
There’s lots to see.  But  every  45 seconds or so, I would hear 
another  set of footsteps in the hallway. Some sounded like 
slippers, sliding hurriedly  across the floor. I could picture 
Hans wearing slippers and a robe while he went about his 
composing business. Maybe he was really  eccentric like 
Hugh Hefner. He is very  German, after all,  and those Euros 
can get away  with being wonderfully  eccentric. I would not 
have minded, but I was also afraid to look. For every  click of 
the shoes, I tried to picture who might be wearing them. But 
all this staccato wondering did is just add more butterflies to 
the mix.

While I was looking around his studio,  I started looking at 
the lights. They  are these wonderful Cheesecake-Factory-like 
lights. That seems like a  horrible thing  to say  about the 
lights, but I think everyone can agree that the Cheesecake 
Factory  has relatively  cool lights. They  have warm  colors 
with  nice designs that cast a varied warm  glow across the 
room…  Anyway, I was looking at  them and the chains from 
which they hung.

There were four brass chains that came down from the 
ceiling, which itself is a  textured deep red paisley  pattern. You could not see 
how many  light  bulbs were in the lights, but there must have been two 
because you could see eight shadows of the chains, splaying out in all 
directions across the ceiling. Towards the middle of the circle, the shadows 
were tight and looked like well-defined sine waves. As they  got further and 
further,  the amplitude and blurring increased, and they  looked like sound 
waves shooting out in all directions.

ME AND HANS ZIMMER

  
 

  
  

I geeked out and held my camera to 
take a photo of us, myspace-style. 
And then I took an iPhone pic of the 
back of my Nikon D3s to send to my 
family. It's not often I get to be a fan of 
someone, so of course I had to whip 
out the camera!

  
  

http://www.flatbooks.com
http://www.flatbooks.com
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
http://www.ujam.com/
http://www.ujam.com/
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019


 

  WWW.FLATBOOKS.COM            PAGE 28

And then, seemingly  from  nowhere, Hans blew into the room. He shook my 
hand graciously,  and he said, “You must excuse me, as I absolutely  have to 
visit the loo.” I laughed and said, “Of course,  of course,”  and with that, he had 
come in and out of the room like a pleasant jingle you’ve never heard before.

So then I was more relaxed. He’s just a regular guy  that has to go to the 
bathroom, like anyone else. And that made me feel better.

And then he came back in, graciously  re-introduced himself, and sat down at 
his nearby  chair. I remember that  chair from my  last visit, because not only 
did it sit in the middle of a semicircle of NASA-like equipment, but it also had 

a had a black sweater draped across the back. It seemed a very 
personal thing to me, a favorite sweater over  a chair, and I 
remember thinking how nice it was to touch it.

So Hans was in his chair and asked me what had brought me to LA. I told him 
about meeting with my  agent and inchoate plans/projects,  but I didn’t really 
want to drone on about my  stuff. He doesn’t really  care, I figure.  Or maybe he 
does… I didn’t know at that point, but  generally  I prefer  to keep my  synopsis 
of “What’s new in Trey’s Life”  to a minimum, because I’d rather  take the 
conversation into uncharted territory.

HANS’ AMAZING STUDIO... IT'S EVERYTHING I ALWAYS IMAGINED. TIMES TEN.
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What did I want to talk about? I’m  most interested in  talking about  things that 
no one has ever talked about before. Asking the sorts of questions that are 
unexpected — not because I’m  trying to be random, but because I genuinely 
wonder things about Hans. His music fills my  right brain while I’m  out on 
location, taking photos, or  when I’m  in  my  home studio, candles lit, and 
Photoshop firing away on all 8 cores.

When I look at a photographer’s work, I mean really  look at it, I feel like I get a 
little insight  into their soul. With music, I’m on uneven ground, 
and occasionally  see the shape of certain truths. I try  my  best to reverse 
engineer his thoughts and feelings when it comes to a particular part of a 
song, but all of this is laced with a lot of uncertainty  from  my  standpoint, you 
see.

And it  is a delicate thing to ask these questions in a reasonable manner. As we 
get going here with our conversation, I’m secretly  hoping that Hans is also 
only  interested in discussing the kind of things that have never  been discussed 
before.

HANS' SWIVELING CHAIR IN THE MIDDLE OF A 
MESMERIZING ARRAY OF AUDIO AND COMPUTER 
EQUIPMENT.

ONE OF MANY CORNERS WORTH EXPLORING

  
 

  
  

Every corner has something worth several hours of investigation. I'm 
glad I had a lot of alone-time on the first visit so I could drink it all in. I 
kept looking and looking, and then when I felt myself getting a bit too 
creepy, I went on to a different area.
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30 MINUTES INTO 3 HOURS
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I DON'T THINK YOU CAN GET LAMPS LIKE THIS IN THE SKYMALL CATALOG

I don’t  want to ask questions like an annoying NPR reporter  that is trying so hard to let the author 
know, “Hey  I’m also smart because I’m spouting off all this BS that I kinda know about, and I can ask 
really  long questions because I’m  so freaking clever.”   People do this to me all the time, and I know the 
red flags.  I had a certain advantage here, in  that I have vast experience with the full spectrum  of 
empathy.  Since I am slightly  famous in my  own field, I am  approached all the time by  all sorts of 
people.  Most all are good-intentioned, and I’m sure a  good many  of them  are nervous as hell, but I do 
notice when something is a bit awry.  It’s hard to explain, but you can feel it.

In a way,  none of this was part  of my  conscious thought  …  Because very  quickly  we were talking about 
art.  And when it comes to this topic, I do not worry  about the conventions, nor do I second-guess 
anything I am saying.  And neither  is he.  I ask him admittedly  clueless but interesting questions about 
music,  and he asks me admittedly  clueless but interesting questions about photography.  We generally 
agree that there is a “ring” when something feels right and you know you are done with a piece.

  
 

  
  

We had planned on a thirty-minute meeting, but we 
ended up together for about three hours. Here’s 
more or less everything that happened.

I’ll start with one of my  favorite discoveries. You  go 
through  your whole life thinking something is for 
sure, and you take it for granted, and then 
something pops out of the unknown to rock your 
foundation. This was one of those times,  and this is 
a pattern that I’ve been seeing again and again in the 
past few years. And the only  way  I’ve figured out to 
challenge these cornerstones is to ask interesting 
questions to see what happens.

Before I get  to the bit about Hans, I’ll tell you the bit 
about Matt Ridley. And I’m not name-dropping here 
— but his is part of the theme of great men that I 
had false assumptions about. Not that they  are not 
great men — but there is something that I had 
always believed that  was suddenly  no longer  the 
case. It  didn’t make me think any  less of them, but it 
does clarify things in a poetic sense.

Matt Ridley  is a  famous author that has written 
countless best-selling books like Genome, The 
Origin of Virtue, and The Rational Optimist. And, 
before meeting him, I had read them all.  
Voraciously. Now when I met this guy, I was 
thinking, this guy  is going to be one smart  son-of-a-
gun. It’s going to be like having a conversation with 
Wikipedia. He’s going to find me completely 
mundane, like a graduate student who keeps using 
the centrifuge in the wrong way. Anyway, I’m 
thinking all this and worse before I meet him. So I 
build up this whole impossible relationship situation 
based on his Deep Blue knowledge set, and none of 
it  pans out once we actually  get to know  one 
another.

So while I’m talking to Matt,  we’re talking about 
circulatory  systems and I mention this passage in 
one of his books where he talks about bees. They 
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exactly.” And he bobbles his head in such a  way  as to say,  “Of course, doesn’t 
everyone know that?” But that’s the thing — I think we all assume that 
people that write these amazing books know everything that is inside of 
them. But this is not true, and it was very exciting for me to learn this.

Now  back to Hans, because I made another exciting  discovery. And the one 
with  Hans was even more meaningful because it  was directly  related to my 
life.

don’t really  have circulatory 
systems and the blood just 
kind of sloshes around their 
body  while they  fly  around. 
He doesn’t recall this, and I 
find amazing since he 
probably  knew  this fact and 
a great many  others. Now, 
it doesn’t mean that  I 
remember all the stuff in 
his books, but I remember 
t h e p a r t a b o u t t h e 
bees. And then I mention 
another  part of his books, 
a n d h e d o e s n ’ t  q u i t e 
remember that either. While 
I say  this stuff, he squints 
his eyes as if he has a 
shadow of a memory  of 
something like that, but it’s 
not  within his immediate 
grasp.

And then I remember  this 
one moment that I will 
never  forget. I was getting 
ready  to give a talk at 
this science-libertarian 
event, and I was making 
sure Matt  was comfortable 
in his chair  before the 
talk. I’m  always nervous 
before the presentation for 
people like him.

We are exchanging small talk 
before the event, and then it dawns on me! I look at  him, and I say,  “Matt,  I 
have it figured out! You are a great writer, and you take all of this amazing 
stuff you find, piece it  together into a theme,  and write very  complex 
books. It all goes down on paper into these fantastic tomes. But, you are, in a 
way, like a cheese-cloth, and some of the knowledge sticks on you, but most 
of it just passes through.  You  only  have command of about 5% of that stuff 
at any  given time, yes?”  And then he looks back at me and says, “Yes, 

  
 

  
  

  
  

Hans designed the whole room so that furnishings could be easily moved around to get other musicians in to play music together.

THE STUDIO
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Hans loves technology, and he didn’t get serious about composing until  he had 
computers. All of the software tools have helped him  to do amazing 
things. Even though much of his youth  was infused with music, he did not go 
about composing the way  others did. He waited and brought a  unique 
background and started relatively  “late” in the game. Straight to digital. He 
certainly  knows how to play  instruments, but from  what he was saying, he 
never  got into the “composing” elements until computers were sophisticated 
enough to enable him to take things to a new order of magnitude.

And this is exciting  to me, because he’s the only  other person that I have met 
that has leap-frogged his way  into an artform. I told him how  other 
photographers constantly  cast aspersions that I’ve never  done film, and I’ve 
had no formal training, and all this sort of stuff. I never  know how to react  to 
this. Of course, I know that not having formal training enabled me to bring a 
completely  different tool set  to the sport. And since I don’t  know the 
limitations of film, I don’t know the limitations of film. While I am  in a digital 
world,  I know there are no limitations. I never  thought of a “right” or “wrong” 
way  to do anything… but of course this is the exact opposite of the 
conventional wisdom.

While I talk to Hans, I’m  still getting my  head around what  he is telling me 
here. I’m  trying not to “see what I want to see”.  People do this, of 
course. Sometimes when I talk to people, they’ll hear  whatever they  want to 
hear, no matter what  I’m  saying. So, I’m careful of this when I talk to other 
people, and I probe further.

He’s off in the bookshelves trying  to find a photography  book to show me.  I’m 
still trying to see if this new  realization is true,  and I ask him, “Don’t you have 
other musicians come up and ask you  about other  famous musicians that you 
are supposed to know? You know, the famous composers that  everyone learns 
about when going through formal training?”  And Hans says yes – this happens 
to him  all the time, and he rarely  knows who the heck they  are talking  about. 
Because he’s off in his own world, doing his own thing in his own way. And this 
is very  insightful to me. He kind of feels bad about it, like I do. But then we talk 
a bit and decide that we have no need to feel bad about it.

And, even writing about  it, I should not  even use the word “we” anything.   It’s 
not  like I am at that  level of awesomeness in my  own field.  But, I did get  great 
insight from this exchange. It is clear to me that  you can excel in any  field if 
you do not know the proper rules of how to excel.

I had been a Hans Zimmer  fan a long while before I realized he did the music 
for the Lion King. I mean, come on, the Lion King! It’s spawned countless 
musicals, stage-plays, and multiple versions of all that music. And the topic of 
the Lion King comes up.

And keep in  mind, this wasn’t an interview  or anything. It’s just  two dudes 
being dudes. The only  reason I write about all this is, well, I have a  blog, and if 
this stuff is interesting to me, than I know it’s interesting to you too, yes?

I mentioned I was recently  in Beijing and I heard sounds from instruments 
that struck me as completely  foreign. And, in  fact, they  didn’t sound right at 
all. So that  led to a discussion of certain vibrational instruments and if he 
thinks that some tones and sounds ring back through our ancestry. I 
wondered if perhaps we like particular sounds and we just don’t know  why  we 
like them.  He enthusiastically  said, “Oh yes!” and then went on to tell  me 
about the Lion King.

  
 

  
  

I thought I had a bad cat5 situation behind my desk, but this made me feel a lot 
better about my situation.
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“You know, Trey, that song in the beginning? When the African guy  is singing 
all those sounds?” I nod. “Well nobody  knows what the hell he is saying!” He 
laughs and goes on to say  that these tones and sounds that have roots in 
Africa make sense to everyone around the world. There is something that is 
soothing and happy  in a lot of these sounds, and no one can quite put their 
finger on it.  But, obviously, something ancestral is going on.

And these sounds I heard in China, it was after  the ancestral split,  and the 
music there evolved in  a different way. There are still elements that have their 
tonal roots in Africa, but  newer, unknown sounds came into their “genome” as 
well.

  
 

  
  

He told me about  seeing a  famous pianist in concert. I forgot his name. But 
Hans mimicked the motion on his keyboard of his finger  coming off a key  and 
hanging in  the air. He said the sound stayed in the air, ringing for a long  time. 
He loved it so much, and he got  the MP3 to listen to at  home. But, he said, the 
experience was more sterile and somewhat dead. Without the visual of the 
performance, he had trouble getting into the music.

And this, he thinks, is a  problem with MP3s. They  are just audio, and he 
thinks that  we need many  senses to fire at once, all together, to have a moving 
experience. This makes sense, and helps me better  to explain my  old thing 
about “we don’t record the world around us like JPGs on a hard drive” van-
down-by-the-river-talk that I always give. Hans has said it in a more elegant 
way, and that is nice to think about.

So, putting two and two together, this is obviously  why  Hans likes to make the 
soundtracks for  movies. Because you cannot think of a  scene without the 
music,  and you cannot listen to the music without thinking of the scene. They 
are connected in that important neural network that forms emotive 
memories.

“There are many  out-of-work musicians, you know,”  he laments. We’re in the 
middle of a conversation about working on so many  sequels. He told me 
which ones he’s doing, but I won’t repeat them here. There’s another aspect 
that I never considered that drives him, all of the people in his orbit.

With his NORAD array  of computers,  he can “fake up”  an orchestra with a 
slide of his mouse. But, Hans is aware of the “fragile existence of orchestras.” 
The idea that we can all come together as the public and hear a real orchestra 
play  is still very  important, so he still commissions the actual work to be done 
by  a  mass of passionate individuals. The new sounds that emerge are still so 
different, and much more organic, than what  comes out of a  computer alone. 
Many  humans can come together  to make something more special than 
several computerized sound-samples coming together.

And then Hans has an even higher magnitude level of romanticism around the 
entire orchestra. He says that we, as humans, “would suffer an irreplaceable 
loss of grace” if he and other  Hollywood entities stopped being a vital part of 
this circle of life. And if everything were to be computerized, he laments, “the 
uniting emotional experience we get from  hearing and seeing  a great 
orchestra would end.”

  
  

I WAS HOPING HE MIGHT SIT DOWN AT THE PIANO AND GET LOST 
FOR A LITTLE WHILE, BUT WE WERE TOO BUSY MOVING FROM ONE 
SIDE OF HIS STUDIO TO THE NEXT!

Hans is very  visual. There is some popular thought out there that people are 
either inclined to better perceive audio signals or visual signals. And, further, 
there is an old chestnut  that people are “visual learners”  or “audio learners”.  
Well I’ve never accepted most conventional wisdoms, and I don’t accept that 
one either. I don’t like to use Hans as an  example, because he’s obviously  an 
exceptional human, but he is indeed a perfect manifestation of audio and 
visual working in concert.

http://www.flatbooks.com
http://www.flatbooks.com
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019


DIGITAL OVERLOAD

LITTLE SOUNDS

PARTING

  WWW.FLATBOOKS.COM            PAGE 34

So this too is very  interesting to me. I am  often off on my  own, doing my  own 
thing. I have no orbit of people that depend on me, save the small family-like 
team here at Stuck In Customs (clever  flatbooks web managers like Griffin, 
jaunty  support like Luke, my  COO Curtis, and I could go on and on).  The idea 
that Hans can be an independent  creative force whilst maintaining a tether to 
a huge economic subsystem is remarkable.

And then the topic moves from this and sequels to new things.  You can see a 
massive change of countenance when he talks about  these new  things,  like 
Inception. He can really  be wildly  creative and experiment boldly. Have you 
seen his Inception music-dream  app for the iPhone? He put it out there for 
free for the fans… and it  has over a  million downloads. These are the kinds of 
paths that appear with his unencumbered creation.

  
 

  
  

Back on the couch  now, and he’s showing me a  photo book called “Chaos”  by 
Josef Koudelka,  the Czech photographer. I flip through it slowly  while he 
talking about using his iPhone to snap photos. He’s wishing he could take 
better photos.

I mention that it’s better  than nothing, and I wonder  about people that take no 
photos. I wonder  if they  even notice the beauty  in little things and I feel like it 
is a waste. Then I say, “But you must  think something in parallel about people 
like me, that do not have a  sophisticated ear  for sound.” To him, I must  move 
through  a world bereft of interesting noises,  much like non-photographers 
move through a world where little things have no beauty to them.

“Oh, yes,” he smiles in  a  serious and fanciful way. “I find tremendous beauty 
in the sound of an air conditioner clicking on.”

  
  

So Hans has all of these tools at  his disposal. All kinds of software, hundreds 
of thousands of sound-samples, visual textural overlays that can be converted 
into sound, and more. He gesticulates towards them  and says he doesn’t know 
why  he has all this stuff because it  takes him an eternity  to make something he 
likes at times.

He jumps up and motions me over to this bizarre Chinese instrument. I don’t 
know what  it is, but  it looks like a wooden harp laying on its side. He stands 
over it, and I’ll  never forget his expression. He’s both glowering at it and 
admiring it at the same time.

Looking up at me he says, “I have a deadline approaching and I need some 
Asian music.” He shakes his head, motioning over  towards all  his digital stuff 
on the other side of the room. And then he says,  “Watch this. I will make this 
up as I go.” And he begins to pluck a few strings on one end of this 
instrument. It sounds perfectly  magical, and he raises his eyebrows in 
a humorous way. I’m laughing now, because I’m completely enamored that 
Hans has created something just for me, and because he’s hardly even trying.

Finally,  it is time for  me to go. I had actually  tried to leave earlier,  even though 
I didn’t want to. He was very  busy, I know, and I felt like I was slowing down 
the world a little bit by slowing him down.

He was wearing that same black sweater that I noticed when I was first  there.  
I remember it even better now when he hugged me good-bye.
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This was one of the first times I decided to 
write a long-form story. I’ve since updated it 
along with many  of the photos. It’s now a 
more contiguous story  that goes from the 
beginning to the end.

I’ve noticed that  blogging and long-form  story 
writing are a  bit different. I’m still coming to 
terms with that. I think I’ll always have to 
“feel”  if a  story  is worth a few paragraphs or  a 
full-on story. I suppose I could take any  little 
story  and draw  it out  and put  in little details 
here and there. Most of it  is just a matter of 
time.

Also, sometimes the photos tell more than the 
story  could. I don’t always like to describe 
everything to the nth degree in the text and in 
the photo. It all feels a bit, obvious, I think.  
So this is another balance I try  to achieve... 
one vector  with the story  and another with 
the photos, and both together  form a certain 
kind of story.
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It  all started just outside the Exclusion Zone, 
also known as the Fourth Zone or  the 
Четверта zone. This 30km  radius was 
abandoned in 1986 just  after  the Chernobyl 
n u c l e a r m e l t d o w n a n d s u b s e q u e n t 

evacuation. People are still 
allowed inside certain areas 

of the Exclusion Zone,  but 
only  for  a few hours or a 
number of days, based on 
the location and the type 

of activity.

As far as this idea of “adventuring in 
Chernobyl” was concerned, every  woman in 
my  life told me this was a bad idea. Every 
man said it sounded awesome. It was 
awesome, although I really  usually  fare 
better  when I listen to the women. For the 
guys, be sure to see the picture to the right 
of me holding a Geiger  counter. I assure you 

Shaking the Geiger  counter,  he shook his 
head. “Things not look good here.”

We moved on to the next stop.

But let’s start from the beginning.

Here I am, standing in front of the man reactor at Chernobyl, holding a Geiger counter. I'm only mildly worried.

  
 

  
  

that the men will find this way cooler than the women.

Anyway, the day  could not have been colder, but it  fit with the milieu of the 
trip to Chernobyl. In case you  don’t know or can’t  remember, this is the 
infamous nuclear power plant that melted down in 1986; I remember it in a 
special way  because it was in the midst of of the Cold War, and any  news out 
of the region was covered in a certain mystique.

I could tell something was awry with Yuri’s left eye.

As we talked,  the eye seemed to wander further off to the left, like a Cesium 
electron leaving its nuclei buddy.  Yuri didn’t seem to notice or make any  kind 
of head tilting compensation.
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As an American that thought it was wrong the way  Ivan Drago used steroids 
versus pure barn-trained Rocky, it was bit strange going  into a Soviet 
structure, a  once top-secret  nuclear military  encampment. I felt the full weight 
of the Cold War on me at the checkpoint-Charlie-like security  gates where a 
bulky  enforcer came out to check over  my  passport. He squinted and grunted 
a lot,  looking me over, and going through it page by  page. I’ve only  got two 

blank pages at  the end of my  passport, so I am sure he thought  I fit  the travel 
profile of a  spy. Although, if he brought it up, I would argue that spies would 
not  use passports and they  would just sneak in. He would then argue that 
spies that did not want to appear like spies would use regular passports.  After 
that, I would have no argument, so I am glad we did not go down that path.  I 
don’t think he spoke English anyway.

I can't imagine anyone would "accidentally" drive into Chernobyl, but this sign is there, just in case.

  
 

  
  

  
  

http://www.flatbooks.com
http://www.flatbooks.com
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019


THE BUNKER

  WWW.FLATBOOKS.COM            PAGE 38

You don't want to mess with this guy. I've never had anyone look at my passport so intensely.

  
 

  
  

I went with my  friend Will Kelly. 
But, he forgot his passport, so 
he was detained inside an old 
Russian bunker. It wasn’t pretty. 
He had to sit  underground there 
all day  long watching old 
episodes of Columbo dubbed 
into Ukrainian. But, this is the 
sort  of thing that happens to 
Will all the time. I often take 
him  with me on  adventures, 
because he seems to absorb all 
the bad luck that might 
otherwise infect me. 

He handed the passport  back to 
me and sent me on to the town 
of Slavutych, where I was to 
meet with  Yuri. There was not 
much English spoken at all 
during this time. There was a  lot 
of grunting and gesturing, all of 
which seemed to get  me down 
the one road that  led deeper into 
the hot zone.
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This road was especially  lonely. Skeletal trees lined its sides with occasional abandoned buildings,  crumbling into the ice and snow. The day  was crystal clear 
and even though I could see to infinity down this slide rule of a road, I could see nothing at the end.

I passed by  several strange structures, including  one I suspected to be the infamous Steel Yard “Over-The-Horizon” radar  that was used to monitor ICBM 
launches to the east using ionospheric reflection.

This was a long and lonely road. It led straight from the 30km exclusion zone into the heart of it all.
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When I got to the Slavutych, a few 
kilometers away  from  the security  gates, I 
saw something  I did not expect to: several 
people walking around a concrete city. They 
strode with somewhat of an abandoned gait, 
and looked in different directions with 
glassy  eyes, almost as if they  had resigned 
themselves to living within this area. I 
didn’t see any  children or  women, just 
severe-looking men in heavy  clothes, 
slogging from  one place to another. I don’t 
know where they  came from or where they 
were going. They  simply  moved from one 
blocky concrete structure to the next.

The town of Slavutych was built just after 
the nuclear disaster  in 1986.  The town 
s u p p o s e d l y  h a d s e v e r a l t h o u s a n d 
inhabitants, mostly  formed by  the children 
that evacuated Pripyat  during the 
meltdown. Before the town was built, they 
covered the land with  two meters of 
uncontaminated soil. “Move to the panacea 
of Slavutych, now  with two meters of soil 
over the radiated Earth.”  I can see the 
promotional pamphlets now.

I understand that there are many  children 
in  the town and even things like restaurants 
and swimming pools, but I did not  see any 
of that. I went straight to a military 
building.

It  was concrete,  like most everything else. 
The floor was had a water-warped laminate 
that looked like a wood texture.  The walls 
looked thin and cold inside and there was 
not  decoration besides old maps on the 
walls, and the only  furnishings were tired 
chairs and conference tables.

An old Soviet-style 80's hotel, now abandoned and desolate.
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Yuri put on his military  jacket  and fur hat  and we headed into another cold 
room  with  a large map of the area. He motioned loosely  at it, then squinted 
into the middle of the map a large red circle, then shrugged it  off and 
motioned for us to leave.

  
 

  
  

Once we entered the hot zone, the people disappeared entirely. Time-burned 
buildings stood alone with swinging metal doors revealing a gaping maw of 
blackness within...

Here is Yuri, my careful companion. He kept a second eye on things, so to 
speak.

Then I met  Yuri.  He looked like he might  have been young and robust at one 
point, but now he was a bit  upset  to see me, because it meant another  trip to 
the heart of the meltdown. We shook hands and he was perfectly  nice. It had 
been a  while since I had spoken English, so I was happy  to see he spoke it 
clearly and well.

I also paid one of the military  guys to borrow his Geiger counter so I could 
keep track of the RADs as we moved around.  I only  knew  a little bit  about 
this system. Big numbers:  bad. Lots of scary clicking sounds: bad.

We got into the van and started driving to the ghost town of Pripyat.  Yuri 
told me he was from Moscow and his curious job choice was a shade of 
indentured servitude that brought him into the hot zone for many  weeks on 
end. He said it in a matter-of-fact way, as if that is just  the way  things are 
expected to be.

Very  soon outside of Slavutych, we stopped at Rudyi Lis, the Red Forest, so-
called because of the heavy  fallout  cloud that dumped radioactive dust all 
over the pine forest.  It  caused cases of albinism  in swallows and 
undocumented damage to other wildlife. I don’t know  if it affected squirrels 
or not, but since they are already insane, there is no reliable control group.
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Yuri got out  of the van near  an old “Welcome to Chernobyl” sign at the edge of the Red Forest. He pulled out the Geiger  counter, which was clicking 
away  faster  than Jack Bauer during a  typical hour, and it read 0.293. Ouch. He squinted at  it and clicked the glass, a universal move of technology 
readout desperation, and began hustling back to the van. I flipped off the Nikon and followed without question.

The dark shadows of a girl blowing bubbles. It's one of many ghosted silhouettes that seem even more lonely out here.
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The amusement park crumbles with lonely decay. It's hard to imagine the children playing out here on the day-of 
or the day-after.

  
 

  
  

Along the way, I didn’t see any 
animals even though I was going 
through what has come to be 
known as the “Radiological 
Reserve.” Yuri told me that many 
Polesian  native animals have 
flourished since the area was 
abandoned by  humans. I didn’t see 
any, but then again, since I was 
putting my  life in Yuri’s hands,  I 
accepted his claims without 
question. If he says there are lots 
of animals, there are lots of 
animals. If he says this area has a 
lot of radiation and we need to 
leave, then we need to leave.

We eventually  four-wheeled our 
way  through the snow to deserted 
Pripyat.

I started in perhaps the creepiest 
part of Pripyat: the playground 
and amusement park. This was 
recently  completed just before the 
disaster.  Bumper cars, swings, a 
ferris wheel, and other bits of 
abandoned toys now lay  quiet and 
creaking in the snow.  I am  a pretty 
visual person, so it  is a  strange 
image I conjure up — Soviet 
children running around a  perfect 
master-planned world before it 
gets wiped away  while they  are out 
for a play.
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Because nothing is maintained, every  roof of every  building in Pripyat has 
leaks, causing swampy  conditions inside all the rooms. This has caused all 
sorts of fauna, trees, roots, weeds, and other strange things to flourish in these 
Planet-of-the-Apes conditions. I am sure a  botanist would have a field day 

there,  seeing as there is still  ample Cesium-137  and Strontium-90 that is 
slowly  decaying there and probably  causing all  sorts of random mutations. I 
pictured Venus fly traps that eat humans and the like.

Another  place I visited was 
the big hotel here.  This 
was the shining star of the 
city  in its Russian splendor, 
now  an empty, cold, and 
radiated husk. Part of me 
wanted to go inside and 
explore all the floors… 
explore everywhere! But, 
the snow was waist-deep in 
most places and I was 
having enough trouble just 
getting from place to place.

After that,  I visited a giant 
apartment building that is 
slowly  collapsing from the 
harsh winters and rainy 
springs. A lot of windows 
have been broken and 
desperate daredevils sneak 
in  to loot on occasion.  It 
wasn’t exactly  the homiest 
place in  the world, and I 
am not sure everyone got 
the damage deposits back. 
Then again, I don’t know if 
mid-eighties Soviet policy 
had a robust apartment 
deposit system in place.

  
 

  
  

The enormity of the abandonment felt heavy here. If I stayed around longer, I feel like I could have heard it breaking 
apart, like a great glacier.
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And then it was time for the schoolhouse. Creepy dot com. 

As children evacuated, schoolbooks,  papers,  drawings and coloring  books were left scattered behind. It is as if everyone just suddenly  disappeared and 
time froze in a  Soviet educational stasis of 1986. However, that educational system was clearly  amazing. I know a  ton of brilliant Ukrainian and Russian 
programmers. It’s interesting that these ex-Soviets come from the same system that  enabled their  brains to launch rockets with  slide rules. They  are 
absolutely  some of the smartest and sharpest math/comp-sci minds in the world.  The US public education system  is as socialist and government-
operated as the Soviet  system, but  the general populace of the US does not have close to the scientific prowess of the typical cold-war child. I don’t 
know why this is, but I do know that I have digressed. 
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We checked the Geiger counter because this area was supposed to still  have a  significant amount of caesium-137, which takes a  good 300 years to 
dissipate to safe levels.  It  was around 0.054, so we decided to keep moving. Now  we started heading for the main power plant complex. Slogging it 
through  the snow was slow  and tough. We stopped to commune with nature a little bit and add to the exotic cocktail around the trees. While doing 
this, the Geiger counter started clicking in a very scary way. *0.290* on the screen. He looked at me, “We should leave quickly.”

This number was the highest I saw. It was clicking rapidly, and it made me a bit 
unsteady while I took the photo.

Getting back in the truck, we took another way. Yuri 
looked at the readout a little too much, and then he 
stepped on the accelerator. When Yuri was worried, I was 
worried. I grabbed a  look at the monster under the bed 
(the highest  number I had seen yet) and grabbed this 
photo.

Heading over to the reactors themselves was another 
matter.  The snow was thick and the roads were difficult 
to see. We swerved around and Yuri looked nervous. I 
don’t like my  Russian military  die-hards to look nervous. 
It  is a bad sign. He mentioned we should not get off the 
road because we end up in areas that have not yet been 
“scrubbed.” Okay, sounds like a good plan to me too, 
Yuri.
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Approaching the main reactor, we stopped and found one that had not yet  been completed. It  was a  hollow husk of a 
structure, left to fall apart in the radioactive fallout. You can see that another one was just in the beginning stages to the right.

Some partially completed cooling units, crumbling apart.
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We came across another area of interest  – a new Chernobyl reactor  that was abandoned in the chaos of the fallout. The cranes remain there, frozen in 
motion for  30 years.  There was no activity  at  all. It is the closest I’ve come to that superhero power we’ve always wanted, where we can freeze time and 
run around while everything else stays still.

I asked Yuri about this place. I was curious about the day-of and the day-after.  Even though  Yuri spoke great English, the conversations started to 
become more stilted. It’s the opposite of almost every  interaction I’ve had.  Usually  I warm up to people,  even strangers,  as we spend the day  together. 
But Yuri, who clearly knew this place inside out, would often just shake his head at my questions. He didn’t want to talk about it.

And then, I decided it was time to go. We headed for the exit of the Exclusion Zone faster than Trotsky heading the Politburo.

It was time to head for the radiation checks, cleaning, and scrubbing
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I was immediately put at ease by his avuncular smile, that is, until he pointed the radiation gun at me.

This was the first of three different  radiation checks.   This cheerful gentleman took me through  the various stages.  At the end of each one, he 
gave me one of those characteristic Russian frowns and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, “Eh, good enough.”

He didn’t  speak any  English. But,  you 
know, there is sort  of this international 
language.  I’ve learned to get  by  in any 
country  in almost every  situation. Have 
you read this book, *”The Alchemist”*? 
There are many  wonderful themes in 
there,  but one of them is this idea that 
there is only  one language. I’ve found this 
to be very true.

Not to go down a tangent, but why  not.  I 
read this book very  late in  life — I read it 
after  I had already  independently  suffused 
the same themes into my  own life. But, it 
was very  nice to see all of these personal 
things described in  a  pleasant, allegorical 
manner.  I do recommend it,  obviously. 
The audiobook version is wonderful too – 
read by Jeremy Irons.

Okay, back on topic. There was one final 
stage of decontamination.

  
  

http://www.flatbooks.com
http://www.flatbooks.com
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://www.facebook.com/StuckInCustoms
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
http://twitter.com/treyratcliff
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019
https://plus.google.com/105237212888595777019


  WWW.FLATBOOKS.COM            PAGE 50

The strange rad chamber where flashing red cyrillic letters are 
either good or bad.

Upon final departure from  the exclusion zone, I had to do a 
final rad check. You can  see me here, jammed into a 10,000 kilo 
metallic device used to check the amount  of rads all over  my 
body. Oftentimes, people end up with a  “light dusting,” as they 
so brochurely described, of radiation.

This device was curious.  It looked like a stripped down 
telephone booth mated with  a  late seventies nautilus machine. I 
placed my  hands and feet  on special sensors. It flashed 
something in red cyrillic letters that may  or may  not have said I 
was clean. Either  way, I found this whole Soviet-era scrubbing 
experience to be far  cry  from that decontamination scene with 
Trip and T’Pol. I can assure you of that.
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MY HOLLYWOOD ADVENTURE

PART 1: INTRODUCTION TO HOW I GOT 
A HOLLYWOOD AGENT

THE STORY
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Now, I’ll tell you an unexpected story… and when I say  unexpected, I was the 
least suspecting of all.

The details and magnitude of everything may  be understated, and I don’t know 
if the gentle reader  will  take this as false modesty  or not. This is not really  a 
tool of mine, since I drift in and out of situations with a boyish enthusiasm.

In any  event, I’ll  tell the story  how it  happened, and I’ll be sure to include a 
collection of photos, since that is an  expectation, even while in the middle of 
unexpected events.

Insofar as I was able to capture what I was seeing and thinking at  the time, I’m 
happy to share it with you.

So here I was, in famous Beverly  Hills. Just me and my  camera. How 
did this happen? How did I find myself inside the most extreme 
agency  in Century  City, surrounded by  really  famous Hollywood 
stars? I’m sure all of them  were wondering the same thing when they 
saw me there. Their faces flashed with, “Who let this guy in?”

I’ll start from the beginning of the day.

I stayed at a little boutique hotel in Beverly  Hills, and I decided to 
walk from  the hotel to the CAA (Creative Artists Agency) offices in 
Century  City, which were only  a few miles away. I gave myself an 
extra hour for  photo-slack as I strapped on my  Nikon with a  prime 
50mm to capture the some of the scenes.

  
 

  
  

I wonder if the designer of this classic sign had any idea 
how famous it might become some day. 

I rarely post these sorts of shots, but I do collect bits and pieces as I 
go throughout my day. I even do my best to take notice of seemingly 
mundane activities, like going down the stairs of my hotel.
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My  walk started on the north side of Beverly  Drive. I slingshotted my  way 
around Rodeo Drive, went straight  down Santa  Monica  Boulevard, and then 
finally  turned on the Avenue of the Stars. All  along the way, I thought  about 
things as I snapped photos to and fro…

This all began quite a while ago. It turns out that I had a little closet  fan. In 
fact, you can see her hidden in the picture below.

Her  name is Amie Yavor (contact her jaunty  assistants for speaking 
engagements or Nigerian estate documents to ayavor@caa.com). She was a 
lurker on the site… people that  come visit  this little haven on the internet on a 
regular basis are usually  very  interesting people — I have never had a bad 
conversation whenever  I meet someone that pops out of the woodwork in real 
life!

I assume that at some mysterious point, Amie consulted with  The Illuminati, 
and it was thusly decided that I should visit LA to have some meetings.

  
 

  
  

Amie’s hiding in a mirror...The heart of Beverly Hills filled with idyllic stores of sophisticated and simple 
design.
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On this particular day, the day  recorded in these photos, I had already  come 
out a  few  times, so everything was well in  hand. Perhaps like you, I’ve always 
been fascinated by  the Bubble of Hollywood and all the dynamics that 
pervade it. Personally, I have 
no desire to be famous or 
anything, but I am happy  to 
use whatever tools I have at 
my  disposal to help spread 
the good word about the 
New Age of Photography. 
Now, anyone can make 
beautiful photos… it’s a very 
interesting opportunity  to be 
able to bring this message to 
the world.

Actually,  if I can indulge 
myself a  bit for a brief aside. 
After  reflection, and after 
talking to thousands of 
people about these sorts of 
matters, I believe that people 
don’t just want to take better 
photos — I believe they  want 
to make art. They  want to 
capture the world around 
them  and present it  to others 
in the way they feel it.

Maybe that  sounds silly  and 
just  doesn’t make any  sense 
at all.

I believe we all remember a 
magical time in our youth 
when we would sit down at  a 
table with paper  and some 
colors. We’d go crazy  for a 
bit, and then shake the paper 
vigorously  in  the faces of 
anyone that could share in 
its beauty. Kids don’t  have 

egos — they  just  like to make pretty  things and share them  with as many 
people as possible. And so it is with many of us.

I believe that many  people do 
see the world in a rich, 
romantic, cinematic manner. 
Everyone, everywhere, has a 
camera nowadays. They 
capture this and that and 
record their lives. But, sadly, 
all of these recordings don’t 
really  do a great job of truly 
capturing the moment. This 
recording of our lives is 
r e m i n i s c e n t o f a s t a i d 
drawing by  a courtroom 
reporter. We do indeed end 
up with a  photographic 
record of places we’ve been, 
people we have been with, 
and things we have  witnessed 
— but  rarely  do they  ever 
capture the “feeling”  of being 
there.

I believe that new techniques 
in  photography  allow all of 
us to record our lives in 
dramatic new ways. We can 
all make art. And, at times, 
that art can help you  and 
others transcend beyond a 
typical photograph into 
something that  is deeply 
emotive.

So, these are of course the 
sorts of things I am  thinking 
as I am walking through the 
streets.

  
 

  
  

An abandoned gallery of some kind on Rodeo Drive. I don’t know what used to be inside, 
but the stone etching was quite elegant, if not confusingly spelled.
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The sounds, streets, and sights in every direction remind you 
vaguely of scenes that you might have seen somewhere before.

Now  I’m moving from  the glamor of Rodeo Drive to the throwback 50ʹ′s 
architecture of Santa Monica  Boulevard. I pass a bundled newspaper with 
big news about health  care… I’m  not sure that anyone around here is really 
too worried about it all.

The street is full of buildings – new and old. Brand-new built to look 
old, and old buildings re-fitted to look new. Nothing is ever what it 
seems around here.

The outside of one of the 1950′s style retro building was 
covered with these tiny metal discs that would shimmer in the 
breeze
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I pass Beverly  Hills Rent-A-Car. The tiny  lot is filled with a pod of Rolls-
Royces and colorful smattering of other exotics. I’m not a car guy.

P.S. If you like these “different” sort  of photos like the ones with this story, let 
me know… and I can endeavor to include more of them  on the blog in the 
future.  I sometimes worry  about  “overloading”  with  too many  photos, but if 
you like ‘em, then maybe so! I do pop them onto Twitter from  time to time, 

but  I tend to save the “major  production”  art photos for the daily  post. 
Anyway, obviously I’m in a quandary…

  
 

  
  

The paparazzi are out in full force, scoping out the key locations. They 
look at me strangely with my big camera…they haven’t seen me around 
before and there is some alpha-male paparazzi posturing.

A smallish rental agency had a full assortment of luxury cars, just waiting for 
a vainglorious rapper to stop by.
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I’m getting closer  to the CAA building, but  still taking my  time with my  50mm 
to poke about.

I feel prepared to deal with strange bits and pieces that might crop up while I 
am here.  Maybe there is something about being a photographer. I feel like I 
can grasp meaning from  ambiguity.  Or, I can take that  ambiguity  and make it 
more tangible.

Has anyone here read Neal Stephenson’s Diamond Age, A Young Lady’s 
Illustrated Primer? I feel a  bit like I had read it  to prepare me for these sorts of 
events.

Of course, Beverly  Hills is a redonkulous place.  Personally, I’m not much of a 
shopper, but I do know this is quite the mecca for people that  are really  into 
this sort of thing.

I felt a bit  like a redshirt on  an away  mission, studying the peculiarities of the 
local inhabitants. The women would walk from one store to the next with a 
sense of purpose.  Of real purpose. In fact, they  had as much seriousness in 
their movements as I did taking photos of the scene.  So I try  my  best  not to be 
too judgmental,  since I figure it doesn’t matter what the heck you do with your 
life, as long as you do it with a sense of purpose.

  
 

  
  

Walking through the streets of Beverly Hills is filled with just the sorts of 
things one might expect to see.

The entrance to the CAA building, which I would soon reach, made for 
interesting subject matter.  The staff there figured out I wasn’t paparazzi once I 
started taking photos of the building itself.
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The buildings that tower around the edges of my walk could be seen as rather 
mundane.  In fact, they were quite mundane.  So to find their proper edges 
within a frame was challenging.

Everyone needs a hobby, and I guess shopping ranks 
right  up there with other “gathering-esque” ways of 
spending your time. I’d argue that photography  is a 
better  and more fulfilling hobby,  but maybe that is me. 
Of course, I am writing  all of this now  because I was 
thinking of it  at the time… And I also made a mental note 
that I should write an eBook entitled You Need A New 
Hobby: It’s Photography! and then lay  out inside all  the 
goodies and the first few steps to getting started in a 
productive and enlightening new hobby… But who has 
time to write all these eBooks? Anyway, I decide to put it 
on my to-do list and keep moving about.

But then I am still thinking  about it  while I am  walking 
about, even though I tried to get it off my  mind by 
resolving to put it on the to-do list. I was reminded of 
some quote… I could barely  grasp the edges… something 
to the effect of, “You cannot find yourself; you must 
create yourself.” I think that sounds nice.

Then I was thinking of another  quote from Buddha that I 
have always liked,  “It’s better to travel well than to 
arrive.” It’s quite tranquil, and I need to figure out a  way 
to work that into the blog or the Stuck In Customs thing 
in  some way. It’s a very  nice little saying… maybe I’ll 
squeeze it in somewhere? Don’t  want  things too 
cluttered… maybe replace “Daily  Photo Adventure” with 
that nice little quote? I don’t know… I resolve to let it 
simmer  in my  subconscious for a  few  more months 
before making a decision.

Sometimes I force decisions and sometimes I just let 
things work themselves out. Making decisions in the flow 
of time with many  other moving variables can be tough. 
I’m not sure the human brain is great at  dealing with 
this. I believe I grasp at  the shadow of time and place and 
do my  best  to bend it around to my  will. It only 
sometimes works.
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Seeing the cars driving around the streets, I remember an 
interesting analogy  about decisions and time and variables. I’m 
sure you all have experienced the following. Sometimes, you’re 
driving along on a  pretty  crowded road. You need to pop over  one 
lane because your exit is coming up. It’s not  immediately  coming 
up, but in a  few miles. But there is a car hanging out there in  the 
perfectly  wrong place.  You can’t get over naturally. Then he 
moves along and is replaced with another  car. And then that  car 
speeds along and another car swoops in to block you. It  is almost 
a perfect symphony  of things getting in your way… as if the 
universe is conspiring against you. So, you begrudgingly  decide 
just  to wait  a  minute, perhaps change the radio station or direct 
your attention elsewhere for a short bit. And then you  remember 
you need to pop over one lane. You look, and it’s wide open. It’s 
hard to remember exactly what made this so difficult before.

Sometimes I go ahead and force the decisions through anyway  — 
and other times I just let them drift along until the move is 
obvious, calm, and almost Zen-like in execution.  I prefer the 
latter, of course, and I do my  best  to help things flow  in that 
direction.

As I’m walking through the streets, it’s beginning to get a little 
warm. It  must be about 75, which is not traditionally  warm, but I 
am wearing some blue jeans and a  button-down shirt. It’s fairly 
heavy, made of one of the thicker Robert  Graham  designs.  I have 
a messenger bag thrown around my  back with my  laptop and an 
extra lens. I unbutton one more notch to keep it cool.

I take photos of interesting bits, happy  that I have decided on a 
“square” composition for everything. I think to myself I should do 
it  more because it’s different and challenging. It’s quite tough 
because the viewfinder itself is a  rectangle. I have to ignore what 
I see on the edges… this is harder than it might seem.

There is a  strange sense of beauty  here in  Beverly  Hills.  Very 
strange. Everything is manufactured and hyper-planned to the 
point of undeniable beauty. No matter the store, the shrub, or the 
sign, the viewer  is meant to be left  with  a feeling of awe. And it is 
all quite nice, but almost  in an overly-manufactured manner. 
Like Stepford Wives. Or  like a snow globe of a perfect village. 
People glide around inside the bubble, mimicking the beauty.

  
 

  
  

Jane Goodall would 
be proud.  I observed 
the youths from a safe 
distance.  These 
young females, now 
of the age of mating, 
mimicked the 
gathering patterns of 
their mothers.  
Nearby, a richly 
festooned elder 
female sat, attended 
and cooled by 
mechanical horses.

The famous street in 
Century City, which lies 
on the southern edge of 
Beverly Hills.  The 
name of the street is 
more interesting than 
the actual street itself.
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But around and through this bubble, I think there is perhaps real beauty. Bits of it here 
and there, and it’s as elusive and surprising to find as happiness.

I think of that  wonderful promo ad made by  the Discovery  Channel. Have you seen it? 
Here is a link to the video of “I Love the World”. It is both cheesy and spot-on… smart.

I turn onto “Avenue of the Stars”. How can a  road with  such a silly  name actually  exist? 
More importantly, what is someone like me doing on it?

I’m just about the only  one walking around. LA is a driving city. It’s pretty  much just 
me walking  around, the occasional homeless person, and drained-looking people who 
are walking from huge buildings to bus stops.

Soon enough, I approach my quarry: the CAA building.

The front  of the building has a long driveway, filled with fabulous cars, scary-looking 
body  guards, security  personnel,  drivers, and lots of black suits and dark glasses.

This is the vaunted spot where countless stars are whisked in and out of their  cars 
for meetings with the agents inside the CAA offices.

It  suddenly  occurs to me that security  will assume I am paparazzi,  since I am 
walking up to star-central with a giant camera.

They don’t.

I get several sunglass-ed nods. I don’t  know if it is because CAA knew I was coming 
or because I did not look the part.  Either  way, they  did not bother  me… My  spidey-
sense is always on high alert  around people that are ready  to hassle you for  taking 
photos. Just in  case, I have a  rich array  of oratory  comebacks, ready  and armed for 
full frontal assault. But, alas, I did not get to unleash the salvo.

What good is it  to think about this stuff? I have no idea, I think to myself,  as I walk 
in the doors…

  
 

  
  

Many architectural designs from 20 years ago can be eyesores.  This 
building had a feeling of 50 years old, so it kept a certain charm.   
Certain designs have a timeless feeling to them, while others fade in 
and out of fashion… I don’t know why things are this way.

As I approach the CAA building, the drivers and cars align the driveway, 
waiting to whisk Hollywood stars to and fro.  I’m clearly not one of those 
people, so they largely ignore me and give me a vibe of general disdain.
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And now the last section of the three part story. Perhaps I have 
built  this up too much  to somewhat of a Lost Finale ending that 
confuses people. Maybe it  has already  become tiresome by  now? 
Yes, probably… In that case, you can just enjoy the photos… !

And then I went inside.

Can you even take photos in  here? I really  doubt 
it! But I take some anyway…. being the “beg  for 
forgiveness” sort  of guy. Actually, that’s not  true. 
I don’t  beg for forgiveness – I feel like I have an 

inborn right to record my life.

Am I wrong there? No… of course not… I take photos 
of things with all the confidence of a man who knows how 
natural an inborn right can feel.

However,  I do respect the privacy  of things that deserve it, so I 
won’t be posting any  photos of the inside. Perhaps leaving it all 
a mystery  makes it more intoxicating; it is something quite like 
JJ Abrams’ idea of the “Black Box”. You’ve seen his wonderful 
TED speech about that,  by  the way? I have it here on my  “Best 
TED Speeches” page.

I end up having a  variety  of meetings about this and that. 
Anything interesting? Yes.  Anything I can talk about? No.  Will 
anything actually  happen? I have no idea… When anything 
becomes solid, I’ll be sure to share it!

The only  thing  announced thus far is CAA’s representation of 
me, and, among other things, my  agents there handle speaking 
engagements. Look there I am  in the “R’s” between Sally  Jessy 
Raphael and RuPaul. You go girl.

Back to my  meandering story… I exit  the building out the front. 
Many  drivers & bodyguards look at me and then at  one another. 
They  must  be wondering, “Why  is ‘the help’ using the front 
doors?”

After you go inside these doors, anyone caught with a camera is killed in a dramatic 
Hollywood action-scene. So I won’t post any photos from the inside.
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The walk back is nice, I think. I stroll along and then suddenly 
remember that I should go visit the Annenberg Center for 
Photography  (note: a long time after I wrote this,  they  ended up 
featuring my  photos inside). It  a  great space in the courtyard of CAA 
that has different special photography  events. I saw a great exhibit 
there early  on sports photography  and was excited to see whatever 
new event was currently happening.

But, I lament,  I would have to walk through the lobby  and all these 
drivers again, who were already  quite sure I was lost. Who cares, I 
thought, walking back in the way  I had just  come five minutes earlier. 
I got to the Annenberg. It was closed. This meant immediately 
walking back out again past all the drivers. They  had already 
established that I was lost and clueless before. Now it was just plain 
sad to them.

I begin capturing a few more photos as I walk.  I think about 
“obviousness of the shot” and Clyde Aspevig,  one of my  painter 
friends. You may  remember my  reference to Clyde in my  latest book 
(and my  Clyde Aspevig video interview  here). Here’s the thing about 
the obviousness problem — I’ll do my best to explain.

  
 

  
  

Just outside, nearby The Annenberg Space for Photography, 
two enormous skyscrapers shoot up into the sky. The left one is 
filled with lawyers. The right one is filled with attorneys.

Graffiti artists have a good time decorating the edges of 
Beverly Hills. And who doesn’t like seeing the shocked 
monocle-millionaire from Monopoly?
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Once you are in a location for a while,  let’s say  a  day  or so, it all 
becomes quite familiar. It can reach a point of familiarity  that makes 
everything a bit  obvious,  and you just don’t feel like taking  a photo. 
Standing  there, looking at the scene, it can be thought of as dull. But if 
you force yourself to muscle through and take the shot, forget about it, 
then review it again later back at the studio, there can still be magic 
there.  It’s almost impossible to appreciate on  the scene, and time will 
give the shot more perspective.

Clyde goes through this with his paintings. At times,  he has his easel 
set up in a field,  makes a painting, then finds it  all dreadfully  boring 
when he is done. He resolves to take it back to his studio later  to give it 
a second look, and often sees the finished product of his original 
vision. This seems like a nice way  to go about things… and I decide to 
follow the lead of Clyde once again.

I begin to wonder why  I am  so much more fascinated with painters than with 
photographers. That’s not to say  that I don’t find other photography  and photographers 
interesting — but only  interesting to a  point.  The mystery  of skilled painters is what I 
find most intriguing. Why is this?

  
 

  
  

The street side bistros and cafes are filled with colorful sorts. I saw this guy and gave 
him the universal sign-language for “Is it okay to capture your awesomeness?” He 
gave the universal nod, meaning, “Yes, you can capture my awesomeness.”

This place was creepy. The building was not really in the best 
condition, which was surprising in its high-toned location. Maybe I 
saw a few famous stars running in and out of this place. And 
maybe I didn’t. It’s all a blur after Tom Cruise glamoured me.
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To show you how awesome my agent is, this is not even her car. It’s the car of her assistant, 
Michelle. Actually, it’s her backup-car.

In interviews,  I’m often asked “Who are your 
favorite photographers?” I’ve got a few, sure. In fact, 
I have a little Tribute Page here to Edward Curtis. 
T h a t g u y  i s a m a z i n g … a n d t h e n n e r d y 
photographers have the gall to leave comments 
amounting to, “You know he’s a disingenuous hack, 
who willing clone-stamps out modern conveniences 
like clocks from the Indians’ tent,  right?” Yes – so 
what? He’s incredible.

I’m also inspired by  the generic, yet individual 
“Internet Photographer”. I have several on the 
“Things That Inspire Me” page. There are so many 
great photographers out there nowadays… after a 
few  moments flipping through some of my  favorites, 
I’m instantly  inspired.  And we have a great  many  of 
them  that are regular  readers of Stuck In Customs. I 
do enjoy  it  when they  post links to their  work, and I 
wish  I had a better  way  for  everyone to share.  That is 
part of the reason that we started HDRSpotting.com 
— but that only  solves a subset  of the problem  of 
sharing.

While going down the road,  I spot something I 
missed when going the other  direction. The Church 
of Scientology  in Beverly  Hills! I should stop by  to 
have them check my  electro-levels or whatever the 
hell they  do. This building is kind of run-down and 
scary-looking.  I take a quick picture and move on… 
since I worry  a  little about someone in all black 
jumping off the roof to grab my camera

Then there is restaurant after restaurant,  each with 
outdoor seating filled with dynamic-looking people. 
I look at them all,  and they  don’t  seem  to mind.  LA 
isn’t  a place where people are surprised if you look 
at them. It’s a  place where they  expect to be closely 
examined. And since I like people-watching, it’s just 
about perfect. I take pictures here and there of 
people and they’re all cool about it.  Of course they’re 
cool about it – it’s LA.
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It’s getting a  little later  in the day  by  now, 
and the streets in and around Rodeo Drive 
are getting even busier. Nicer cars are 
rolling in  and the tops are going down. I’m 
getting a  bit  tired, but  I power through and 
keep weaving through the streets to find 
interesting bits.

I think fatigue becomes more and more 
relative compared to the day  before. Hiking 
day  after  day  through the mountains on a 
photo adventure is not too tough after  a 
while.  So, I wonder  why  a leisurely  walk 
around flat LA is getting tiresome. It makes 
me feel even more wimpy, and I resolve to 
keep searching about for shots.  I know that 
I may  end up throwing out most of the 
shots, but I feel soft pressure from within to 
experiment.  Sometimes I’ll feel like 
experimenting for fun and without any 
effort. Other times, I have to force myself a 
bit. Nothing is easy  when it  comes to this 
sort of thing.

Finally,  I make it  back to my  hotel.  Even 
though it’s afternoon, the lobby  is fairly 
dark. A nice woman of indeterminate origin 
is behind the bar, busy  lighting  candles to 
set around various rooms. She smiles and 
offers me a drink.  I’m  too tired and 
graciously  say  no.  I head back up into my 
room, set all my  equipment down on the 
floor, undress and get in bed for  a nice 
afternoon nap. I feel a  bit  lazy, but don’t 
really  care after  my  head presses into the 
pillow.

  
 

  
  

After a long day of apparently aimless wandering, I arrive back at my little hotel. The friendly gal at 
the bar is lighting candles to help make things as homey as possible.
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Scott Bourne recently  mentioned something to me that really  struck a chord. He told me how surprised many  people are when he mentions in classes that you can 
make HDR (High Dynamic Range) images in black and white. I told him  I got the same reaction, and I thought it was just  localized to me because my  photos are 
normally so colorful. By sharing this little experience with me, now I can see this may be of universal interest, so I should write a little article about it!
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SWALLOWING THE RUINS

If you consider yourself a colorist, like me, then you do tend to 
gravitate to light  with color. After all, that is the world in which 
we live. Monet, the Impressionist painter, whose tonemapped 
landscapes shocked the establishment, said, “Shadows are not 
black. No shadow  is black.”  For most ambient daylight situations, 
this is absolutely  true. We can indeed have some dark shadows, 
but  these are often at night, indoors, or  with man-made lighting 
situations. B&W photography  and HDR photography  are thought 
to be worlds apart. Whenever  I speak to groups, there is a 
consistent 20% or so that absolutely  hate HDR, won’t like it, and 
never  will.  Then, there is about another 20% that leans on what is 
rapidly  becoming an annoying old saw,  “I like HDR, but 
only if it is subtly applied.”

It  is curious to me that B&W photographers are often the first  to 
criticize HDR as being “unrealistic”.  If I were to retort that the 
world is indeed NOT black and grey  and white,  so their 
photography  is intrinsically  unrealistic, this is often met with 
scoffs because it  is already  a  respected niche. However, once we 
get past all these ridiculous pedantic arguments (which I always 
feel like I win because I honestly  don’t care as much as the other 
party  in the argument) we can start to discuss how light works. 
For  artistic reasons,  many  B&W photographers can crank up the 
shadows and lights to make hard edges, wonderful shapes, and 
enshroud the photo with mystery.  After all, that emo kid in  the 
corner  with the stupid hat looks so much more emo when the 
hard shadow falls across his pierced nose. Wonderful! Okay,  so 
that form  of B&W photography  is alive and well, and it will 
always be an option for people who want to play  around within 
well-established genres.
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Good question! Let me see if I can explain it. I will assume that your 
eye can indeed see more light levels than your camera can capture. 
Like Ron Burgandy  said, “It’s science!”  The goal is to get 
all the light  levels your human eye can see into the 
final image. First, for  those of you  that have seen my 
best selling HDR book “A World in HDR” or read 
the online HDR Tutorial, you know that  HDR 
photos are often (but not always) shot by  taking 
three or more exposures at different shutter  speeds. 
We are all familiar  with “compositing” photos, in 

which we might  take the blown-out area of 
one photo and replace it  with  the perfectly 

exposed area of another  photo. This was a  painstaking 
process before Photoshop,  but it’s still no cake-walk in 
there either. I wanted to say  this because HDR is not  this 
simplistic compositing in which  you can take big 
“chunks” of a  photo and replace them  with other 
perfectly  exposed chunks from  other photos. The HDR 
process will take those multiple exposures and mix  them 
all together  on the pixel-by-pixel level. It  would be the 
same as a human doing back-breaking compositing by 
looking at each  individual pixel and choosing which  of 
the three images the final one should come from. Crazy! 
We can let  the software (which  I recommend in the 
HDR Tutorial) do the same thing that the human brain 
does when interpreting light levels.  I prefer to use the 
software to make a color version and then convert to 
B&W later in Photoshop. Then, you  can mess with the 
greens and blues and all those crazy  things you know 
you like to play  with. You’ll see wonderful little light 

details and textures that maybe you have been 
missing for years.

AFTERNOON AT THE FLATIRON
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AN ABANDONED RUIN IN CAMBODIA

  
 

  
  

I invite you to try  this and compare it  to a “regular”  B&W photo.  You can also make HDRs from  a  single RAW file, so perhaps you have some old 
ones sitting around. Try  it with a handful of images and then look at them  side by  side. Maybe you will find something unexpected! Little Warning 
#1: Be careful of the HDR process on human skin. Just as in the situation with flat blue skies, the algorithm  gets a little confused and can cause 
problems. In these cases, just  mask in the original RAW where the skin resides. Little Warning #2: This is a  fun and addictive thing. You may  miss 
out on the birthday of a loved one or something, so it’s best to try this in measured doses.
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I believe that everything evolves, including the economy. Capitalism is great,  and free markets have done more to create wealth for  billions of people than any  other 
system. However, I don’t believe that capitalism is the last step in evolution, and we are moving just beyond it now.

I believe the new currency  is “attention”. It is a second currency  that coexists with dollar, euros, and yen. If any  of you are gamers, you might  be familiar  at  playing 
in worlds with two currency systems, and our real world is increasingly becoming like those game.
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How have we al l gotten 
ourselves into this situation? 
What is going on with  being an 
artist on the Internet anyway?

Let’s face it. There are multiple 
people that live inside of us. 
One of us cares what other 
people think. One of us could 
care less what other  people 
think. One of us really  wants to 
make money. One of us really 
does it for the art.

I grew up in the 70’s and 80’s, 
w h e n h a v i n g “ m u l t i p l e 
personalities”  was seen as 
s o m e t h i n g h o r r i b l e a n d 
possibly  dangerous. We all 
know one of Sybil’s personalities 
was a bloodthirsty  murderer, 
and if we couldn’t control 
them, what could we possibly 
d o w h e n w e h a v e t h e 
occasional dire thought?

I’m here to talk about all these 
personalities and why  the 
cacophony  can be an incredible 
source of inspiration and drive.

  
 

  
  

REFLECTIONS ON THE EIFFEL TOWER

I’ll start this article by  telling you the important conclusion: root out  the beauty  from the chaos. Throughout this treatise, I’ll sprinkle in  pretty  images I’ve taken 
over the years. Despite all the psychological delving  herein, it’s nice to be reminded that beauty  exists. Some of you may  know that I am heavily  influenced by  the 
Impressionists of the late 19th  century, and in particular by  Auguste Renoir, who said, “To my  mind a picture should be something pleasant, cheerful and pretty. 
Yes, pretty! There are too many unpleasant things in life as it is without creating still more of them.”
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Aren’t  we independent  thinkers? Do we really  care if “ImagesOfExtraPixels” 
in  Wisconsin sees our photo on Flickr and gives it a little star? Are we that 
hungry for affirmation? Maybe.

I think of that show  “The Bachelor.”  Maybe you have seen it.  Let me describe 
a common scene.  There is inevitably  a  “selection” process in which the man 
hands out roses to a line of women. If a woman does not  get a  rose,  she gets 
into a  limo and is 
driven off. A camera  is 
o n h e r . S h e b a l l s 
hysterically  because 
t h e m a n d i d n o t 
c h o o s e h e r .  I a m 
always flabbergasted 
by this scene.

“Who are these women?” 
I ask incredulously  to 
the wind. “Who are 
t h e s e w o m e n w h o 
define themselves by 
what a man thinks of 
them? What’s wrong 
with them? Where’s 
their backbone?”  Then 
after  shouting crazily 
into empty  air, I go 
check Flickr to see if 
people saw my  latest 
upload and how many 
comments it got.

Coterminously, within 
me, there is a  violent 
person that could care 
less what other  people 
think. I’m  going to do 
what I want to do 
anyway. They’d better 
like it! If they  don’t like 
i t , t h e r e m u s t b e 

something wrong with them! Oh yeah, you don’t like HDR because it’s not 
realistic? Right? But you  do like black and white, right? Oh, that’s realistic. 
The world is all black and white and grey after all.

How can  both of these people exist  inside of us? How can they  co-exist? Do 
they  just follow their modus operandi independently, like two angry  lovers 
silently sitting beside one another on a long drive at night?

I contend that it is okay 
to have both of these 
personalities playfully 
f i g h t i n g w i t h o n e 
another. Ultimately, the 
personality  that doesn’t 
care what other people 
think should win. This 
is really  the only  way  to 
keep your art  unique, 
uncompromised, and 
wonderfully yours.

Look at  what other 
p e o p l e s a y , a n d 
especially  pay  attention 
t o c o n s t r u c t i v e 
criticism. The true well-
balanced artist  can take 
this into consideration 
in  the future while still 
remaining  independent. 
Surround yourself with 
trusted and honest 
friends, whether they  be 
on the internet or in 
person. You can both 
stay  independent and at 
the center  of critical 
e x a m i n a t i o n w h i l e 
maintaining a delicate 
balance on your psyche.

  
 

  
  

A RIVER RUNS THROUGH THE ANDES
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In capitalism, wealth can be “created” from nothing. I believe the same is true of 
attention in the evolving economy. We have all changed as people.  Our lives are 
now  hyper-organized because of computers, and we have a lot more attention to 
give! A few years ago, it was impossible to imagine life without web browsers. 
Now, it’s impossible to imagine life without tabs in browsers! Just  like the mind, 
we can have several threads going at once. Our tools enable us to have 10x the 
attention as 10 years ago.

We get bored so easily, and the internet is helping to stimulate us when we need 
it.  I get  tremendous inspiration from  other photographers (you!) and artists on 
the net. Often times, I 
just need 10 or  15 
minutes of looking at 
pretty  things and 
inspirational art to 
give me a little kick. I 
imagine you  are much 
the same.

I noticed a problem. I 
would go look at one 
of my  photos on Flickr 
and it might have 
something like 5,000 
views. And then I 
would go look at one 
of my  friend’s photos, 
which was just as 
good, and he would 
have about 49 views. 
And it’s not just him. I 
can  go look at hundreds 
of other  photos that I 
feel are very  very 
good, and they  only 
have a  smattering of 
v ie w s .  Tha t ’ s no t 
right.

The problem is not with the photos – it is with the “attention distribution 
engines”  of the internet. What are those? Well, they  don’t exist! Flickr is cool, 
but it’s really not a great tool for finding new artists and seeing their work.

So, to help HDR artists get  more attention, I started HDRSpotting.com  with 
a friend to be the first of these “attention distribution engines.”  Registration is 
free for  everyone. The purpose of the site is to increase the total amount of 
attention and drive traffic to the respective artists’ blogs, portfolios,  or other 
websites. So far,  people are getting more than 10x their  Flickr views. 
Wonderful!

Even though HDRspotting.com 
is primarily  for the HDR niche, 
the engine behind it can be used 
to increase attention and work 
across any  medium of art.  The 
hierarchical nested websites like 
Flickr and DeviantArt, to me, 
are an increasingly  “old” way  of 
sharing and promoting art.

Regarding the first  part  of this 
article, I think this is a great 
step forward.  In the end, we 
photographers just want people 
to see our  stuff! We do like 
sharing. You just want to know 
that you exist. And you do!

As the internet evolves around 
the new system of attention-
currency, I think that artists are 
going to rule the internet. The 
general public craves eye-candy. 
We make it.  The engines are 
being built  now to turn the 
internet into a giant  candy  store 
so that people can get what they 
want, when they want it.

THIS IS NATHANIEL
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GETTING POPULAR ON THE INTERNET
I get this question a lot when I speak to groups – 
particularly  to college students. It’s a  good question, 
although not necessarily asked in the right spirit.

So, how  does one use Twitter  and Facebook and Social 
Media and all that Happy  Horsecrap to get  popular 
anyway?

Well, here is the answer that I give. It’s counter-intuitive. 

Read books about  anthropology, genetics,  physics, 
biology,  and other historical analysis of how science re-
shapes our  world. For  example, if you can figure out how 
an ant colony  feeds itself, you can figure out how  to get 
popular  on the internet. If you  want to know more, I’ve 
assembled a World Class reading list over at my  site – 
Trey’s Book List.

All the while, just focus on creating great content.  Great 
content will always win in the end, and you can wait for 
the internet’s discovery  engines to find you. They  will, at 
some point.  By  paying attention to the books and 
thoughts above, you can do many  things to “help” the 
internet discover you.

Ask anybody  that is popular on the internet for their 
secrets, and they  will tell you the same thing. Their approach to art is no different then their  approach to the internet. They  experiment, they  fail, they  forgive 
themselves, they  try  again, they  fail, they  have occasional successes, but they  don’t  give up. In fact, this is no secret  at all! It’s just a way  of being. As an analog, I’ll 
give you another quote from Renoir: “Anyone can look at my materials or watch how I paint–he will see that I have no secrets.”

You will remember in the beginning of this section,  I claimed that this “How do I get popular  on the Internet” question to be not  in the right spirit. I notice some 
people want to be popular for the wrong reasons:

1. It’s cool to be popular and happiness is easier

2. Because when you are popular, you get what you want

3.  Because then I will know I am a good person because so many people like me

Okay, those are all horrible reasons.  Here is another dirty  secret: MOST people that are popular on the internet did not  set  out to be popular. And frankly, they 
don’t know what the heck to do with themselves once they  get popular! I started a charity page where Team  Stuck In Customs lends money  to entrepreneurs 
around the world. That’s one thing, I suppose. But, like everyone else, we just kind of cobble this together as we go along!

  
 

  
  

THE BEGINNING OF TIME
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It  requires an absolute purity  of 
creative soul and purpose to get 
popular  in  the right way. All my 
close friends know that I would 
sit  up all night  processing photos 
whether  or not anybody  noticed. 
In fact, this is what  I did for  years 
before anyone noticed! I bet  you 
can name a few people who are 
popular  who “don’t  deserve” to 
be so. And then you hear little 
stories about them from  time to 
time. It makes you question if 
they  are in it for  the right 
reasons.

The real key  is to care less 
whether  or  not you are popular, 
and just keep creating great art. 
Do soft  things in the background 
to help the Internet notice you. 
Want to know my  Twitter 
strategy? It’s very  simple. I do 
33% sharing other  artists and 
inspirational finds, 33% sharing 
m y  o w n w o r k , a n d 3 3 % 
connecting people with others 
they  would find interesting. 
That’s it. Don’t over-promote or 
under-promote: find a  balance 
while sharing with the world all 
that inspires you. Help people 
out. It’s simple!

“If you are passionate about your art, keep it pure, and are generally a nice person, WE will bend over backwards to make sure you are noticed! That’s 
what we’re here for!” – The Internet (as channeled by Trey)

To that end, I’ll leave you with a last quote from Renoir, who, like most of us, spent the bulk of his life relatively unnoticed.

“The work of art must seize upon you, wrap you up in itself, carry you away. It is the means by which the artist conveys his passions; it is the current 
which he puts forth which sweeps you along in his passion.”

  
 

  
  

HONG KONG FROM THE PEAK ON A SUMMERS NIGHT
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Wow this one was controversial. The comments continue to roll in, but I stick to my foundations more than ever.

There are many forward-thinking people that agree with me on this topic, even though I admit I have a minority view on the matter.  

I continue to use and experiment with mirrorless cameras, and the trend is even more obvious to me now.  

I wrote this article in  response to a popular part  of my  website where I recommend cameras to beginners and mid-level photographers. I started to feel bad 
recommending a  complex DSLR system  when I didn’t think it  was entirely  necessary  to produce good photos in the coming years. Cameras can be a  real 
investment, so along with this article, I also updated all my camera recommendations.

Now, AFTER I wrote this article -- just a few weeks in fact -- Nikon announced the D800. I ended up selling my  D3X for $4,000 and buying the D800 for $3,000, 
and since I didn’t lose any  money  on the transaction, then I technically  found a loophole in  my  prediction  that I would not buy  any  more DSLRs. After all,  you’re 
not really buying something if you end up making $1,000, right? Right?  Hehe... okay okay, well THAT was the last DSLR I will buy.
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NO MORE DSLR EQUIPMENT FOR ME

WHAT ARE THIRD GEN CAMERAS?

EXAMPLE CAMERA - THE SONY NEX-7

MIRRORLESS = HORSELESS BUGGY
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I’ve recently reviewed a mirrorless camera I bought and really like, see my Sony NEX-7 Review.

Watch this video below by Scoble, and jump ahead to 35:25 to see me talk about this new generation of cameras...

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bMourw6OHSM

I can’t picture myself investing any more money in DSLR bodies and lenses. The new Nikon D4 that is coming out? Not interested.

3rd Gen Cameras are already here, and they will only get better according to all the laws of size and speed we’ve come to know and love.

  
 

  
  

These are the new  line of cameras that don’t use the 20th century  technology  of a  mechanical mirror inside that flips up and down between photos. In a few years, 
we’ll all look back and smile, having fond memories of using these Da Vinci-esque mechanical devices. Charts of how cameras used to work with their  flipping 
innards will look like some of Leonardo’s unrealized steampunk inventions.

Some people have called this evolution “mirrorless”  cameras. In 
my  judgment,  that is a ridiculous name. You don’t name a category 
of technology  by  what it is not. I suppose we did used to call an 
“automobile” a “horseless buggy,”  but now  we look back on that 
quaint term  and laugh. So, of course we will not  call these cameras 
“mirrorless” for long.

And so the term  “3rd Gen Cameras”  is much better for this new 
phase of digital photography.  It  also encompasses the other 
nonsensical names out there like “Micro four-thirds” and “EVIL” 
monikers.  Gearheads talk too much about the tech, and it  simply 
confuses the common man.  The “3rd” bit  pays homage to the first 
generation – those innovative but weak first forays into digital. It 
also puts all the current DSLRs into the “2nd Generation 
Cameras,”  since that’s when digital photography  really  got  its legs 
under  it.  Heck even most of the old-school film curmudgeons have 
crossed the Rubicon  To think that DSLRs with gesticulating 
mirrors and spinning gears are the future is to have one’s head in 
the sand.

  
  

Mirror-less EVIL 
Cameras

Micro
Four-Thirds

Other 
Mirror-less 
ILC Systems

3RD Gen Cameras
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I didn’t use a DSLR to get this.  In fact, in looking at this site at StuckInCustoms.com , it may be hard to know 
which images I got with a DSLR and which ones I didn’t.

Look, I hate to say  it! I’ve spent loads of money  on 
DSLRs and lenses for my  Nikon. I’m not going to 
be using any of it in five years.

This is why  the first  decision is always a  big one.  
Canon or  Nikon.  I don’t  really  get  into that 
argument.   But, I do agree that once you commit 
to one, you’ll be buying a  lot of lenses and just 
swapping out the body.  That’s why  that first 
decision is so key  — and it  is the reason that I 
won’t buy  any  more Nikon bodies or  lenses — 
because I won’t be using any of them in the future.

If you’re not familiar with these 3rd Gen Cameras, 
you may  ask, “Why  can’t  I use my  current lenses 
on these new camera bodies?”  The answer is 
because those lenses are designed for bodies with 
a mirror  that flips up and down. Those bodies 
need to be extra-thick to make room for that 
medieval reflective trapdoor.  So, your  current 
lenses focus the light too deep for the new 
supermodel-thin 3rd gen cameras. Yes, there are 
converters that let  you use them, but it  defeats the 
purpose and advantages of having an ultra-small 
flexible lens system.

I won’t go into all the tech about these cameras, 
since this is an article about the trend rather than 
the finer  points of the tech. If you want to talk 
tech and learn more, head over  to one of the best 
sites on the net  for learning all this stuff, 
CameraLabs.com. It’s run by  the brilliant Gordon 
Laing, and he is one of the world’s foremost 
experts on this stuff. Plus, he creates amazing 
camera reviews and everything — written and 
video. Think of it as Top Gear for cameras!

  
 

  
  

  
  

But, look – it’s not all roses. Let’s talk about some disadvantages before we talk about the advantages. I’d 
like to think I’m  pretty  objective about it. By  the way, Nikon doesn’t pay  me or anything. Neither does the 
camera industry, whatever that  is. You can make the case that Best Buy  is in cahoots with TV 
manufacturers to “hype-up” 3D TV just to sell more TVs… or  to make people feel like they  really  need to 
own a 3D TV.  In reality, most of us know that is just marketing nonsense and not necessarily  the future of 
all TVs (maybe just a strain of them).
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I took this photo with my Nikon D3X, but I could have captured the exact 
same image with the Sony A77, for example.  There is nothing about this 
image that required a DSLR.

SENSOR SIZE
You can’t  quite get  “Full Frame” sensors yet, like those available on the more expensive DSLRs. The current 3rd Gen Cameras, like the Nikon V1, will have a 
cropped sensor. What this means,  in the case of the V1, is that the 10-30mm  lens will actually  be 27mm to 81mm. So, that’s not the end of the world, but something 
to consider. *Most* DSLR users are currently on cropped sensors, by the way. Only the high-end pros use full-frame sensor DSLRs.

Gordon Laing from  CameraLabs.com chimes in:  Sensor size.  Most mirror-less ILCs have smaller  sensors than pro DSLRs. The exception is the super-
expensive Leica M9 which does squeeze a 36x24mm full-frame sensor into a relatively small, mirrorless body, but the rest are smaller than full-frame.

Of these, the largest are the APS-C sensors deployed in Sony’s NEX and Samsung’s NX ranges.  These are the same size as most DSLRs, including Nikon’s 
DX range.  After  this come Micro Four Thirds models from  Panasonic and Olympus, followed by  Nikon’s CX format  in the J1  and V1, and below that the 
Pentax Q. As the sensor  gets smaller, it  typically  becomes less sensitive to light and easier to saturate – so less dynamic range and more noise. It also 
typically  means a  bigger depth of field, which is no good if you  like your out of focus bokeh effects. But on the upside,  the smaller the sensor, the smaller the 
lens.

Of all this, the important thing is to remember a Sony NEX or Samsung NX has the same sensor size as a Canon APS-C or Nikon DX body.

  
 

  
  

(NOTE: ALL WILL BE OVERCOME WITH TIME AND ITERATIONS)

  
  

So, for the vast majority  of DSLR users, this is not even a consideration, as they  are 
used to these sensor sizes.

For  the high-end pro DSLR users that want the equivalent full frame sensor, well 
they  will only  need to wait  a little while. Maybe, like me, you already  have good 
enough equipment to wait until those full-frame sensors are on the 3rd gen cameras.

Now, the current 3rd Gen Cameras have 10+ megapixel cameras.  It’s not full-frame, 
but  you’re certainly  not skimping on image resolution. I know  sometimes beginners 
get these things confused (frame size vs. resolution), so, don’t worry about that.

Gordon Laing from CameraLabs.com chimes in:  Resolution. Be careful here, 
as some ILCs have the same or  even higher resolutions as DSLRs. The Nikon 
1  may  only  be 10 Mpixel, but Panasonic have a 16 Mpixel micro four thirds 
sensor,  and Sony  uses 16 and even 24  Mpixel sensors in its latest NEX 
models. So resolution is comparable to DSLRs.

BTW, I can say  this with certainty: a full frame sensor  will not necessarily  give you a 
better  photo. I can show you hundreds of thousands of amazing photos from 
beginner to advanced photographers that are not full-frame sensors. Anyway, don’t 
complain. Just wait — it’s coming – obviously.

Gear-heads will really  give me a hard time about this.  Let them. Most fully-formed 
artists know that the goal is to create an interesting image, and that has little to do 
with sensor size and resolution.
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NO OPTICAL VIEWFINDER
This is a good one. The path to getting around this 
disadvantage is a  tricky  one,  filled with 
misconceptions and habits/baggage.

Here’s the thing. I,  like you, am used to looking 
through  the optical viewfinder. In case you don’t 
know what I’m talking about, this is when you peer 
through  little window on top, and the light you see 
is reflected off a mirror. So, you’re seeing what is 
really there – real-time.

Many  new 3rd Gen Cameras also have a viewfinder 
window up there (sometimes as an attachment), 
but  it is an electronic viewfinder. That means 
you’re seeing a little LCD display  at extremely  high 
resolution.

Many  DSLR people have an irrational fear  of this 
based on lousy, slow, laggy  LCD “live” displays on 
current DSLRs. I agree! But this is not a fair 
comparison because it uses a different rendering 
tech than the 3rd Gen Cameras. These new  cameras 
have very  fast  LCD displays. It’s as real-time as 
real-time. You may  see some slowdowns and 
tearing  during panning, but those disadvantages 
will be overcome soon enough.

And, remember,  you don’t  have to hold out the 
camera in  front of you  to see the back display  like a 
tourist at  Trevi Fountain. You can still  pin  the top 
of the camera to your  eye, old-school, and get  a  nice 
little dark, framed, area for taking your photo.

So, it will actually  be kind of awesome — you  know, like those binoculars that Luke used at the beginning of The Empire Strikes Back to see the droid. You can have 
all kinds of read-outs and HUD information.

Hardcore action-photographers (which  is a  small percentage, btw) may  choose to stick with DSLRs until the electronic viewfinder gets even faster. But  that won’t be 
much longer.

YOU WON’T “LOOK” LIKE A PRO
Imagine showing up to a  paid gig with a  little camera.  Won’t  that be a  little embarrassing?  Yes, I suppose.  But,  if you have a  killer portfolio,  who cares what  people 
think?  Ideally, clients will chose you based on your portfolio, not on the size of your camera.

  
 

  
  

This Smithsonian photo was taken with very early digital technology — many years ago with the Nikon 
D70 – a camera with arguably less functionality and features than this first wave of 3rd Gen Cameras.
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SCARY FPS
Do you know how  many  frames per  second you can 
shoot on  these 3rd Generation Cameras? OMG. I 
know I sound like a teenage girl when I use that 
acronym, but I kind of feel like one.

Of course, the reason they  can take so many  frames 
per  second is because you don’t have this old mirror 
flipping up and down all the time.  The Nikon V1  can 
do 10 FPS with autofocus or 60 FPS (!!!) with fixed 
focus, and that’s now in the beginning of 2012. Just 
wait for the end of 2012!  I used one of these for a few 
weeks from BorrowLenses.com.

And, for those sports photographers 
that really  need the action, maybe this 
will outweigh the optical viewfinder 
situation above. These cameras can 
buffer a lot of frames before you first 
push the shutter button. So, that means 
you’ll get a bunch of extra frames before 
and after that decisive moment.

Of course, this changes post-processing a  bit more… 
you’ll just spend more time in Lightroom  finding the 
best  1  image out of 200 instead of the best  1  out of 20. 
But, to me, this is a  good problem to have! Maybe it’s 
just  me, but I love hanging  out in Lightroom, 
drinking good tea or  coffee,  and flipping through the 
day’s shots to find my favorites. Good times!

SIZE
3rd Generation DSLRs are smaller, thinner, and 
lighter. So are the lenses. A possible disadvantage of 
this is you won’t look like such  a stud anymore in 
front of clients. Anyway, I won’t say  any  more about 
this topic. Smaller is better. There’s nothing noble 
about carrying around a bunch of heavy equipment.

CLEANING
Since the mirror  doesn’t  flip up and down any  more, 
you’re not  flinging a bunch of dust  and junk around 
the inside of that barn. After  each trip I take, the 
sensor  on my  D3X and D3S needs a good old-
fashioned cleaning. I look forward to the day  when I 
don’t have to do that any more. Call me lazy.

NIKON AND CANON (AND BIG MAGAZINES) 
WON’T TELL YOU WHAT I AM TELLING YOU

Why? They  want to keep selling  DSLR bodies and 
lenses. It’s not a conspiracy  or anything – it is just 
good business.

Also, big camera manufacturers are all in cahoots 
with  magazines to continue to sell products. 
Magazines will continue to talk about them too, 
since their  advertising is the lifeblood of the 
magazine.  I have a full story  about  that  in this very 

book.

  
 

  
  

Personally,  I’m  not  going  to buy  any  more DLSR 
bodies or lenses. I’m  waiting on the descendants of 
this first  phase of 3rd Gen Cameras. Even though you 
can make a good case for  great cameras like the Sony 
A77, the new lines of Nikons, Panasonics, etc etc — I 
want to wait for a few more iterations — but I won’t 
be waiting long.

3rd Gen Cameras are the clear future category  for 
digital photography. Objectively, these cameras have 
more advantages than disadvantages. As Moore’s law 
clicks along, the disadvantages will dissipate like fog 
in the sunrise.
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WHY PHOTOGRAPHERS 
SHOULD STOP COMPLAINING 

ABOUT COPYRIGHT AND 
EMBRACE PINTEREST
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I’ve never really  written a  full exploration about 
my  thoughts on sharing and Creative Commons, 
but  this is the closest so far. It’s a  complex 
subject  - no doubt  about that! There is always a 
dangerous collision of art and capitalism.  
Capitalism is based on a  system  of private 
property, and private property  is finite and can 
be controlled. But digital photographs aren’t 
like that. They  are not finite and they  can’t  be 
controlled. So,  the entire system doesn’t make 
any sense!

However,  just because it  doesn’t make any  sense 
doesn’t really  help the situation, does it? The 
best thing to do is to try  to adopt a new attitude 
around the new world of sharing digital bits.  
It’s all going in one direction, it seems.
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THE DIGITAL RAPTURE

THE BIG PICTURE - THE NOW OF SHARING
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As this future becomes more and more 
plain to me,  I see a  rapture of sorts, where 
old-school photographers clinging to the 
old-fashioned ways of doing  things will be 
“left behind.”  So much of the irrational 
behavior and anger  is usually  based in fear 
(fear-of-change, specifically), but it doesn’t 
have to be that way.

W h e n i t c o m e s t o s h a r i n g y o u r 
photographs online, you can go in two 
directions. You can put small images 
online, watermark them and then spend 
some or all of the week chasing down 
people that have used them inappropriately.

Or, you can be like me.

Offer  up all your creations in maximum and beautiful resolution to the will of the web. The web,  and the universe, has a certain flow to it. You can become one 
with that flow and enjoy the ride. You can let the opportunity of what-can-be motivate you rather than the more poisonous fear-of-loss.

  
 

  
  

Sharing isn’t  the future; it’s the now. Before we talk about  Pinterest in particular, let’s discuss an overall digital sharing strategy. Forming a  solid 
philosophical foundation will help keep you from feeling like you’re always flapping in the latest digital breeze.

In this recent talk at Google, I talk about the importance of sharing as an artist. Skip ahead to 7:22 for my  sharing strategy  or  11:50 to hear about  Creative 
Commons.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=evIH8sFqw4I

A pure artist has two motivations: creation for the sake of creation and sharing for the sake of connecting with the world.

Sharing your  artistic creation with one person is better than zero. Sharing your artistic creation with 20 people is better  than 10. And so it goes. 
Furthermore,  if you  want people to see your work in all its glory, it  needs to be available at  maximum resolution with no watermark. This is my  opinion. 
Personally, if I see an image with a watermark, oftentimes all I can think about is that annoying watermark. Maybe this is just me.

  
  

Join me on 
Pinterest! I’m at 
pinterest.com/
treyratcliff. I have 
boards with my 
stuff, places I’d like 
to visit, other 
favorite 
photographers, and 
design ideas.
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I’ve been doing this for over five years under  the 
Creative Commons Noncommercial license, 
which means anyone can use my  images for 
personal reasons such as blogs,  wallpapers, etc., 
but they  must contact us for  commercial 
licensing. It has resulted in my  images getting 
over 45 million views on SmugMug alone in the 
past few years, which is just one of many  places 
that host my  images; and emerging in  the last six 
months in Google+, where open sharing has 
helped me to get over 1  million followers. When 
I share images there, the results go crazy 
because of the multiplication effect. For 
example,  the “End of the World”  image to the 
right has been viewed more than 5 million times.

None of this would have happened if I had the 
opposite attitude towards sharing.  There are 
many  other photographers that  know exactly 
what I mean and get a lot of pleasure out  of 
people seeing their work. It doesn’t matter  if it is 
100 people or 1,000 people that see your work. 
The point is that  sharing (aka communicating 
your vision) with others makes the artist  feel 
more alive.

  
 

  
  

This photo has over 36 million views thanks to Google+. When Google+ got started, many 
photographers were also upset about copyright issues. But not me.
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Pinterest is window-shopping on steroids.  It is said, in a  generally  dismissive 
manner,  “Oh, women really  like Pinterest.”  Fool! Women rule the world! In 
the great interwoven networks of our Dunbar 150s (Wikipedia), it’s the 
women that form most of the connections between and across groups.

>Techcrunch sites  that Pinterest has over 16.5 mil active users and 97% of the 
likes are from women.¹

I say  it is like window-shopping because it is a very  visual and eye-darting 
experience. Women have a particularly  good eye at finding something that is 

“interesting.” Now that doesn’t mean it’s good or bad necessarily, it  just means 
that they  are interested in it. They  have an ability  to “gather” interesting bits – 
a skill that  still baffles my  befuddled male-hunter brain. Then, almost 
effortlessly, they  can “pin” it  to their  own board — their  own “window.” This 
window-shopping then spreads at an algorithmic rate as different users with 
different Venn-diagrams of interest  start  building their  own windows, all  of 
which adds to the growing meta-mind-share of interesting images.

“My wife used to have an interest in my interests, but now she only has an 
interest in her pinterest.” – Trey Ratcliff on a lonely night…
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Most people in the world are good people. If they  find digital 
art they  want to buy  for  a  print or use in a commercial 
campaign, they  will figure out a way  to get you money. 
99% of your traffic are truly  “window-shoppers.” 

They  will  look at your goods, take note, 
enjoy  them  and move on. But 1% will 

want to make a personal or  business transaction 
with you.

Despite what fear-mongers have told you, 
everyone will not steal your images. Most 
legitimate companies will work out a proper 
licensing  arrangement with you.  Even though I use Creative 
Commons Noncommercial,  I still license my  images with the 
Copyright office.  This enables us to sue companies that do not go 
through  the proper channels. There was a  well-publicized case lately 
where we sued Time for using my  images in an ad for their  iPad app. 
But that is another story. The point is that most people do not steal, 
and on those edge cases where it does happen, you have many 
reactive options.

Many  photographers fear Pinterest because anyone can “pin”  an 
image of theirs and all copyright  is stripped away. This isn’t 
necessarily  true, because the link to the originally  pinned location  is 
still there. So, you can think of it as a  hyperlink that just happens to 
be a  visual thumbnail instead of boring text like 
“Awesome Photo of Disneyworld.”

Instead, now  I think of Pinterest  as sort of an 
amuse-bouche. If people are interested, they  will 
follow  links to find out who actually  took the 
photo. Perhaps they  want a  print. Or maybe they 
would like to license the image to use for  an 
advertising campaign or on a commercial website. 
Either way, people that are willing to pay  you 
money will do their best to track you down.

  
 

  
  

StuckInCustoms.com  has healthy  traffic that grows every  year thanks 
to good old-fashioned word-of-mouth. We don’t advertise or  buy  links 
or any  of that stuff. So I depend on the Internet and nice people like 
you to link back to the site and tell your friends that you find 
something unique and cool.

The month before this was written, we had 714,143 Pageviews and 
234,107  unique visitors. 15% of this traffic came from  Pinterest. 
Amazing! If Pinterest didn’t  exist (a reality  some photographers would 
prefer),  then our traffic would be 15% less.  Choosing to switch-off 
innovation is a  fool’s errand, especially  in today’s world. It reminds me 
of the scene in Anthem where the council of candle-makers becomes 
rather upset at the invention of the light bulb.

Increasingly, we have a new way  of talking to one another.  It’s not 
through  voice or  text  — it’s through photos. They  are like Chinese 
characters taken to the next order  of magnitude. It’s strange to think 
about, but I can quickly  show you five photos and communicate an 
idea, a story, or  a  complex thought. There wasn’t an easy  way  to do that 
5 or 10 years ago.

Someone on Pinterest can make a  board called “Feeling  a  bit blue,” and 
they  can fill it with cool-colored melancholy  photos. Isn’t this just 
another  way  of making a  poem? If I built up this pinboard and sent it 
to a friend, it’s nothing but a  visual poem  in a new  medium. It’s just as 
powerful, and, in many ways, more accessible.

Pinterest is simply  another  way  (a newer, evolving way, mind you) for 
humans to communicate with one another. It  is increasingly  the job of 
digital artists to inspire, share and bring more beauty  and 
communication into the world.

Whenever I discuss the subject of copyright in the evolving Internet, 
there is more than enough vitriol that  gets spewed into the comments. 
That is fine.  I leave comments on the blog open, so come share your 
thoughts!
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As a  result of this article,  the big magazines no longer  talk to me. That’s okay. I’ve never needed any  kind of endorsement from  them, and 
I’ll let them continue their business model until it fizzles out beneath them.

The trend towards online is clear,  and most forward-thinking advertisers already  diversify. At the time of this writing, many  big advertisers 
still spend hundreds of thousands of dollars in the old model. The good-old-boy  network will slowly  unravel,  however. It’s unavoidable at 
this point...
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Let’s all look at a pretty picture and zen out before we go down this path of no return...

I did a scientific, controlled experiment in 2011  and here are the 
results.

This is a sad story  and embarrassing in many  ways, but it turns out 
there is both a happy  ending (thanks to Scott Kelby) and an overall 
moral to the story. It’s also quite exciting for all the bloggers out 
there.

Here’s a  video where I talk about  my  findings and add many 
additional thoughts.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZpTYWNbXKzA

First, you might be interested in any  kind of bias in this report, so 
let me alleviate any  suspicions. I am  completely  independent of the 
mainstream photography  world.  This blog is not owned by  any 
bigger  media company, and I have no kind of incestuous 
relationship with any  advertiser  whatsoever.  I am  completely 
independent.

For  example, when I mention Nikon, it’s because I like and use 
Nikon equipment. Nikon doesn’t pay  me or  advertise on the site. I 
am always suspicious when anyone mentions any  brand, unless 
they are clear about the relationship. You should be too.

I know full well  that most  traditional photography  magazines will 
hate me after this, but that’s okay. I expect  that my  findings in this 
will help to take millions in advertising  dollars that are wasted on 
traditional magazines and funnel some of that to the online world 
in the future.
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And let me deflect a few spears from the naysayers right away.. They’ll probably  begin character attacks or  say  my  blog is insignificant. It’s not. As you can see from 
the chart  below, it shows that, on average, we get over 150,000 photo views per day. Per Day. I might have a slight touch of sensitivity  here, since magazines often 
make such a big deal out of how  important they  are, claiming over  100,000 subscriptions per  month. As you’ll see from  the results below, I don’t know  how many 
of their  readers actively  open the magazines every  month. And, of those that  are opened, I doubt many  ads are given substantive consideration by  the reader. In 
other words, the vast majority of people just flip through the ads to get to the meat.

So, perhaps you can keep this sensitivity  in mind too as you read the results below. Of course,  we all  know that the web and Internet  content is the future and that 
traditional magazines are dying. But,  strangely, the magazines are still able to attract  the biggest  advertisers with very  high rates. Now,  even though I am  sensitive 
to this issue, I’d like to think I am still objective about the whole situation. I hope you’ll agree.

THE EXPERIMENT
In 2011,  I decided to try  an experiment. We have a great product 
we sell here called the HDR Video Tutorial and I decided to 
experiment on “traditional”  media.  We know it is a  great  product 
because it already  sells like hotcakes, HDR is popular, and we 
have less than a 0.5% return rate.

I allocated about $30,000 to buy ads in magazines.

As for the advertising specs, I did the following to keep things 
consistent:

- Full Page Ad

- First third of the magazine

- 3 months (1 full page for each month, for 3 months in a row)

I chose these three magazines with the following total advertising 
spend over the three months:

- Popular Photography - $12,000 – April, May, June

- Shutterbug – $6,000 – April, May, June

- Photoshop User  (NAPP – Kelby  Media) – $8,000 - May, June,     
 July

  
 

  
  

Daily photos fluctuate but the numbers increase year after year as friends 
and families tell one person at a time. Thanks everyone!
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We built  a custom  full-page advertisement for  every  magazine.  Each  one 
had a special discount code on the bottom for 10% off so we could 
measure response. For example, the Scott  Kelby’s magazine got 
“THANKSNAPP”, and Popular Photography  magazine got 
“POPPHOTO”. Note that it is possible that  some people bought the 
product without using the code. However, we did not see an increase 
above our normal baseline sales for those months, with the exception of 
people using the code. By  looking at  the stats,  it  appears that 95% of 
people that could have used the code did use the code. Therefore,  I 
believe this is a fair way to measure the results.

  
 

  
  

This is the add that went into Kelby's magazine with the special code 
"THANKSNAPP" to track sales.

Here are the results. Note the asterisk on the last result because it is 
important.

- Popular Photography: 10 Units sold = $870

- Shutterbug: 11 Units sold = $957

- Kelby Media*: 206 Units sold = $17,125.75

As you can see, Popular Photography  and Shutterbug were a disaster. 
This was actually  embarrassing to me. I have a business here, and it  is 
embarrassing for  those two magazine deals to lose a combined $16,000+ 
on a failed advertising campaign.

Now, I know  I should not take things personally  in  a scientific test, but  I 
did. You know, as a  small business guy, I have to choose whether or  not 
to save money  for my  kids’ education or  to risk it with a giant magazine 
with an ad campaign. Just like Walter Donovan, I chose poorly.

But, thanks to Kelby Media, I ended up almost back in the black overall.

*Why did Kelby Media do so Well?

There are many  reasons, but the overall reason is they  seem  to really  care 
about getting results for their advertisers. Their  head of advertising was 
in  constant  contact with me, making sure things were going well. They 
also have ad rotation on their website, which is part of the package. I’m 
convinced that this is the reason that they  did so well. Scott Kelby  and his 
team are smart – they  know that online is the future and they’ve always 
been fully diversified.
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Now, maybe people just don’t  WANT to buy  the video tutorial and that is why  sales were so low. Well,  of course this is a possibility, but very  unlikely  for 
these two reasons:

1) Objectively, HDR is a popular technique, and there are many people that want to learn it.

2) If you compare Popular Photography  and Shutterbug to Kelby  Media, you’ll see that the product  was indeed in-demand. If no one wanted the product, 
then the campaign with Kelby Media would have also failed.

  
 

  
  

Ron is an example of the thousands of bloggers out there generating real traffic and real 
sales, but advertisers largely ignore this and instead continue to put much of their money 
into paper magazines.

Okay, how many  of you big advertisers have ever 
heard of Ron Martinsen’s blog?

I bet not many  of you. However,  would you  be 
surprised to know  he has sent us $8,920.51  in 
sales this year through our  Affiliate Program? He 
doesn’t have a big blog, but  look how many  sales 
he generates!  He’s just an example, and there are 
hundreds of blogs out there with amazing content.

Now, I’ve never  talked to Ron about this, but I bet 
he has trouble selling advertising on his blog. Or, if 
and when he does sell, I bet he gets very  low rates 
compared to these big magazines.

So, Ron is one of our thousands of affiliates. I 
don’t pay  him  to advertise there, but he gets a 
percentage of every  sale. It doesn’t  cost the buyer 
any  more money, and, to me, it is the most fair 
way  to do it.  In a true meritocracy, people get paid 
on performance, not on guestimates that appear 
scientific.
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Why  are you big advertisers wasting money  on these big 
magazines? Is it just “branding,” or  are you actually  trying to 
drive sales? Or, perhaps it is more a function of, “Well, that’s 
how we’ve always done things.”

I know that there are smart advertising people out there in 
these companies that are trying to put together campaigns. 
There is something to be said for “Brand Awareness,” but I 
think this is losing the value it once had when Ogilvy  wrote his 
masterpiece. Brand awareness was more important in the days 
when there was a  big gap of time between when the viewer 
sees an advertisement and then makes the purchase. For 
example,  in the 50’s a family  might see ads in their newspaper 
talking about Whirlpool washing machines with no call to 
action. That  brand would get into their heads, and the next 
time they  went to Sears, they  will remember that  brand and 
logo. It was the same way  with Coke and Chrysler  and Braniff. 
But nowadays, the time between seeing an ad and making a 
purchase is very  very  quick. In many  cases on  the Internet, it’s 
instantaneous.

Look at  what  Ford has done in the online marketing 
world.  They  now  advertise on Leo Laporte’s 
forward-thinking network; they  advertise 
on many  blogs and with social media 
stars; they  sponsor  fun reality-shows on 
the Internet. While other big  companies 
might have a small “play  fund”  for Internet 
experiments, Ford has jumped in head first. 
They get it.

Another  vector  is that big product/service companies have 
bloated advertising departments with established relationships 
with  magazines. Magazine editors give them all kinds of 
statistics so they  can prepare nice monthly  reports for  their 
superiors that makes it look like their  true reach  is significant. 

But it’s all built on old, predictive guesses on the nature of the 
behavior of the audience.

Believing the readership numbers of these magazines makes 
about as much sense as believing  Nielsen ratings. You don’t 
have to live in  that old world of biased “guesses” any  more. 
Now  we live in  a  world where we can see website stats, 
YouTube views, and Google+  ripples. Also,  the vast majority  of 
people with disposable income spend more time on the 
Internet.  They  are more likely  to make that purchase off the 
Internet  after seeing  an ad or  reading a  review  from  some 
place like CameraLabs.com.

  
 

  
  

If I was consulting for  one of these product companies that 
puts significant funds into magazine advertising, I would 
challenge them  to try  something  new for six months: Try 
taking 50% of that money  and put it into several hundred 
blogs, podcasts and review sites and measure the results. Cut 
the worst performers and find new ones.

Remember,  I’m  not  doing this for  the benefit  of THIS 
particular blog; I’m  doing this for  the thousands of other 
bloggers out there that produce amazing content and have 
built  up niche audiences that would be interested in your 
products. Advertise everywhere from Victor  Cajiao’s blog to 
Scott Kelby’s blog to Ron Martinsen’s blog to Frederick Van’s 
blog to Catherine Hall’s blog to Thomas Hawk’s blog to Jim 
Goldstein’s blog to Olaf Bathke’s blog to Kyle Marquardt’s blog 
to Scott Jarvie’s blog to Scott Bourne’s blog to Darren Rowse’s 
DPS blog and so on and so on… The future of marketing is 
not with paper magazines with biased outdated 
measurement techniques; the future of marketing is 
tied to trusted individual voices with measurable 
web properties that are experts and care deeply 
about their audiences.
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I hope you enjoyed this eBook. Not only do 
they take a long time to make, but they have 

taken me many years of toil and expertise 
(and hundreds of mistakes!) to make this 

possible.

Visit flatbooks.com to see the latest offerings, 
and I would LOVE to hear your feedback!
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"JUST DIFFERENT" 
VERSUS GRADATIONS 

OF PERFECTION

A master's eye will always be considering the 
meta-analysis of photography.

That is, you will always be keenly  aware of your attitude 
and approach to a photograph, even while fully  in the 
moment.   Imagine yourself a sorcerer, with the ability  to 
have multiple cogent cycles of thought, each of which is 
completely  compartmentalized, yet  being aware of one 
another with a delicate tether of meta-information.

While composing a photo, keep a steady  tally  of the main 
objects involved with the composition.  Keep ranking them 
as "more interesting" and "less interesting."  Imagine you 
are at the eye-doctor with  the old "better/worse" test.  You 
know, when the doctors perform  this test,  they  have 
multiple levels of testing to make sure you are consistent.  
Sometimes people just  say  "better" or  "worse" without 
even really  knowing -- they  just feel pressured to say  these 
things.  So, doctors have come up with a system to make 
sure there is consistency  so they  don’t prescribe the wrong 
thing.

The way  you can be your own eye-doctor when composing 
is to recall the transitive property  of numbers.   You might 
remember from high-school algebra  the notion that if A is 
greater  than B, and B is greater than C, then A is greater than C.  Inevitably, 
you'll be dealing  with various objects in your  photo.  As you  move around to 
consider the composition of these objects, you  will  be choosing whether  or 
not  to include them.  Perhaps you will be considering how prominent of an 
"actor" to make the object in the scene. If you are looking at three objects in 
a scene,  you may  determine that Actor One is better than two.  And Actor 

Two is better than Actor  Three.  Check yourself to ensure that  Actor One is 
better than Actor Three.

It's not always that easy.  Maybe combining Actor One and Actor Three is 
stronger  than Actor Two alone.  It will behoove you to be somewhat 
scientific and analytical when putting together a  scene.  This needs to work 
in  concert with your  artistic side without skipping a beat.  That is, you need 
to artistically  assess the scene and then scientifically  rank it  against other 

scenes.   This interplay  between the left and right brain is 
a tremendous challenge and quite fun.

You might think this sounds like "overkill,”  but I ask you 
to reconsider the days and weeks great painters went 
through  when putting together  a still  life.  Every  object 
has its own beautiful place.  If you are lazy, the 
viewer will know.  Some people cannot tell the 
difference between a thinking photographer  and 
a lazy  photographer.  But those people do not 
matter.   The people that matter can tell when you 
are being lazy.  

They can tell.

Co-terminously  you must  be aware that sometimes there 
is no better  or worse, just "different."  How can you tell 
these situations?  It  is impossible to put into words 
without slipping into a  poetic mode.  But, perhaps you 
can think of two things in your life that are inherently 

"unrankable."  You  love them  both, and they  are 
simply "different."
The Good News is that once you are able 

t o k n o w one thing is simply  "different" from 
another, then
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